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ABSTRACT

CHAUCER'S COSTUME RHETORIC IN HIS

PORTRAIT OF THE PRIORESS

by
Laura F. Hodges

In Chaucer's Geperal Prologue there is a complex
cultural code embodied in costume signs which, when decoded,
enriches our perception of his portraits. Critics have never
discussed the costume signs in Chaucer's portrait of the
Prioress with consideration given, simultaneously, to
contemporary historical records, literature, and visual arts
that inform these signs. It is the purpose of this
dissertation to begin a study of the Prioress with an
examination of her costume and Chaucer's costume rhetoric, an
approach opposite to the traditional approach that first
assesses the Prioress' character as deserving mild satire and
refers to her garments and accessories as supporting
evidence. 1In contrast, this study demonstrates that
Chaucer's costume rhetoric portrays the Prioress in
appropriate costume according to late fourteenth-century

standards.

To this end, Chapter I refutes the criticism of
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impropriety in the Prioress' headdress, providing the
background for appraisal by exzamining convent rules,
visitation records, wills, anc Sumptuary Laws. In addition,
an analysis of literary treatment of nuns' headdresses, with
special attention tc rhetorical traditions of the description
of womanly beauty, traditions that parallel those of the
visual arts in presenting depictions of beautiful ideals as
lovely wcmen, reveals that Chaucer's description of the
Prioress' headdress conforms to these ideals.

Chapter II establishes the propriety of the Prioress'
cloak with evidence from historical records, literature, and
the visual arts. This cloak is bien fait, according to
historical data; further analysis of the literary treatment
of nuns' habits demonstrates that Chaucer follows the pattern
of Le Roman de la Rose in its presentation of hypocrits whose
actions belie their proper costumes. Evidence from mecdieval
visual arts further supports the thesis of the Prioress'
proper cloak.

The Prioress' rosary and brooch are analysed, in Chapter
III, and foundéd appropriate for a prioress and pilgrin,
accoréing to historical, scientific, literary, and religicus
data. Contemporary iconographic tracditions support this
interpretation of Chaucer's costume rhetoric. Chaucer's
eclectic costume rhetoric places the Prioress within

religious, arcistic, literary, scientific, ané historiczal



traditions; analysis of this rhetoric enables us to separate
her proper exterior from her actions, thus providing

kaleidoscopic views of the Prioress.
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Introduction

There is, in Chaucer's General Prologue, a complex
cultural code embodied in costume signs which, when decoded,
enriches our perception and understanding of his portraits.
Literary critics take for granted that Chaucer describes his
pilgrims' clothing as part of his method of characterization,
and they frequently make minor references to costume, using
these descriptions to support their critical arguments for or
against a character interpretation.l However, such comments,
scattered among many articles and books (and most frequently
in notes),2 have never been collected, nor have they been
systematically analyzed in an attempt to discover a general
pattern or patterns in Chaucer's method of employing costume
as a sign. No critic has ever discussed costume signs in
orcer to reveal to what extent the Prioress does or does not
conform in her costume to the fourteenth-century norm, with
consideration given, simultanecusly, to the historical
records, literature, and visual arts of the period that form
and inform the signs from the many traditions Chaucer
incorporates in his portrait of the Prioress. These signs
form a complex cultural code; Chaucer employs costume sians
that derive from this contemporary cultural code, and that

make up a rhetoric of costume; it is only through a



coordinated approach that these signs may be decoded and
Chaucer's rhetoric of costume properly understood.

The purpose of this study is to begin this work of
understanding Chaucer's rhetoric of costume by explicating
the costume rhetoric in the portrait of the Prioress. To
begin a study of the Prioress with a study of her costume and
Chaucer's costume rhetoric is the opposite approach to that
of the majority of critics who first assess the Prioress'
character and generally find it to be the deserving subject
of mild satire, after which, or at the same time, they refer
to her garments and accessories as illustrative of and
subjects of the same satire. Critics vary as to the relative
impropriety of her costume, but the consensus is that the
Prioress is dressed in a manner more befitting an
aristocratic lady than a nun; they cite her elegance of habit
as contrary to the Benedictine Rule and episcopal
injunctions.3 A small croup of critics who interpret the
Prioress in the Marian tradition defend her aristocratic
dress as being in accordance with the principles of this
tradition.4

Contrary to either of these points of view, this
dissertation will offer evidence to support the thesis that,
as presented in Chaucer's costume rhetoric, the costume of
the Prioress is most probably appropriate according to

conventual rule and general custom of the medieval pericd and



is illustrative of her status as nun, Prioress, and lady; it
exenplifies her social class, her interest in propriety, her
profession of the contemplative life, and the virtues
associated with it as part of the Marian tradition. That
this is so needs saying because her costume is so often used
as part of an argument evaluating her character. Clearly,
the length of Chaucer's description of her appearance
iﬁdicates its importance and just as clearly, if it is to be
used as evidence of Madame Eglentyne's character, it is
important to read Chaucer's costume rhetoric as objectively
as possible,

A critical approach which begins with an analysis of
costume based on historical, literary, and artistic evidence
presumes that we examine how each costume sign operates
within the cultural code to define a personage of tne Cepneral
Prologue, the Prioress, the pilgrim, Madame Eglentyne.5
According to Arnold Williams' definitions, Chaucer's pilgrims
are personations, "a personage whose name indicates his
nature."®™ A personation "begins as a conceptual entity, some
sort of abstraction,"” as opposed to figurations who "begin as
specific individuals, historical, mythological, legendary, or
even fictional"; however, Williams states that "Each kind of
personage . . . we may consider as points along a line from
abstract to concrete for personations, from concrete to

abstract for figurations."6 Williams also speaks of "generic™



characters in his discussion of personations. Included in
this category are the dreamer, the lover, and the pilgrim
which is the generic figure that is important to this study.
Chaucer's pilgrims are not generic characters, however,
precisely because they are defined by signs, signals, and
structures in such a way that each portrait is both
individual as well as general, as is indicated in literary
criticism of the General Prologue which includes both studies
of literary type antecedents and historical persons.
Although sign, signal, and structure tend to fuse in actual
practice, it is the sign, "something which belongs to the
personage, his appearance, his clothing, the articles he
carries or uses,"7 that we will consider as the basic unit of
Chaucer's rhetoric of costume. Such basic units associated
in one portrait create "a temporary but signifying
association, analogous to the one uniting the words of a
sentence,"8 as Roland Barthes posits in his "garment
system."” Sirmilarly, a structure of such "signifying
associations™ makes up rhetoric. Thus, we may posit that
both Chaucer's Geperal Prologue and each portrait within it
contain such a structure, a structure which derives from both
artistic and socio-economic traditions.

We may gain a better understanding of such a structure
of "signifying associations" from a brief survey of the

garment metaphors ordinarily employed in Chaucer's day.



These metaphors find a major source in the writing of
Augustine who wrote of the body as the vestment of the soul.
He describes an inner and outer vestment in his Sermon 37 on
the strong woman of Proverbs XXXI, 10-31, which Jean Pépin
describes:

Elle travaille de ses mains "la laine et le

lin" (XXXI. 13); entendez par 13, commente

Augustin, les actions extérieures et les

dlsp051t10ns de l'esprit; car l'ordre cée nos

vétements veut que ceux de lin soient

endessous, ceux de laine en-dessus; or, toute

action de la chalr est perceptible } chacun,

alors qufotoute démarche de l'esprit demeure

secréte.
Augustine also speaks of the process by which the outer
garment is divested through purification of the inner,11 and
of "tunics of skin" which represent that animal mortality
which was the result of Adam and Eve's sin.lz Pépin
conveniently summarizes a number of other garment metaphors
which appear in Augustine's writing: Adam and Eve's vestments
of innocence before the fall, the Prodigal Son's vestment of
repentence, the wedding vestment of the parable, the
Christ-as-vestment that one puts on, and the vestment of
immortality. He also discusses the manner in which baptism
is discussed in garment metaphors: the person to be baptised
is undressed of his "habits"-—a particularly apt term in
French, meaning behavior and dress at the same time--which

signifies the putting off of the old man and the return to

that innocence that existed before criginal sin; after



baptism, a white garment is donned to represent the putting
on of the new man, the recovery of the purity of the soul,
the white vestment of the transfigured Christ, the glorv of
the martyrs after their death, and the resurrection of the
body.13

These garment metaphors became part of the exegetical
tracition, and part of the literary tradition on which
Chaucer drew. There is ample evidence, in Chaucer's Clerk's
Tale, Wife of Bath's Tale, and others, that he was familiar
with these metaphors.14 However, he dramatizes the metaphors,
rather than stating them explicitly as the Pearl poet,
Langland, Wyclif, and Dante do. Possibly as a consequence,
critics do not discuss the clothing of the pilgrims in the
Geperal Prologue in the light of these metaphors. However, a
brief glance at these metaphors in the works of other poets
provides a greater appreciation of the same ideas when we
meet them in Chaucer's dramatizations.

Certain literary traditions derived from patristic
exegesis are especially appropriate for this examination of
clothing metaphors. One such idea expressed metaphorically
is that each soul is clothed according to and in its
spiritual health, glanpes, or, conversely, in filthiness,
depending on the soul's "habits" as discussed above.
Spiritual filthiness is expressed in clothing metaphors such

as the wearing of torn hats cr a harlot's hocd. 2An example



of this metaphor may be seen in the following excerpt from
Cleapnness, by the Pearl Poet:

For wonder wroth is the wyy that wroght alle thinges
Wyth the freke that in fylthe folwes hym after,

As renkes of relygious that reden and syngen

And aprochen to hys presens, and prestes arn called.

Thay teen unto his temmple and temen to hymselven;
Reken with reverence thay rychen his auter;

Thay hondel ther his aune body, and usen hit bothe.
If thay in clannes be clos, thay cleche gret mede,
Bot if they conterfete crafte and cortaysye wont,
As be honest utwyth and inwith alle fylthes,

Then ar thay synful hemself, and sulped altogeder
Bothe God and his gere, and hym to greme cachen. . . .
As so says, to that syght seche schal he never

That any unclannesse has one, auwhere abowte;

For he that flemus uch fylthe fer fro his hert

Kay not byde that burre, that hit his body neghe.
Forthy hyy not to heven in hateres totorne,

Ne in the harlates hod and handes unwaschen.

For what urthly hathel that hygh honour haldes
Wolde lyke if a ladde com lytherly attyred,

When he were sette sclempnely in a sete igche,
Abof dukes on dece, with dayntys served?

Another metaphor that works here, and one that is most
important to an understanding of costume in the portrait of
the Prioress, is that of false vestments. Some hypocritical
priests who celebrate Mass wear on their bodies the vestments
that are holy, but their souls are clothed in filth;
therefore, their vestments are false and convey a message
that is not true to those who see them. This metaphor is
made explicit in Langland's Piers the Plouabman, as may

Clearly be seen in his many comments on friars in clothing of



false status, meaning friars who preach falsely while wearing

a holy garment (Prologue). Conversely, there exists another

metaphor that equates the outer
with the inner condition of the
positive form is exemplified by
Pearl, and in its negative form
of Haukyn in which Haukyn's bad

his dirty and torn clothes. In

appearance of real garments
soul; this metaphor in its
the Pearl Maiden in The

by Piers Ploughman's portrait
works or sins are manifest in

another metaphor, good works

are called the clcthing of the soul; one may approach God

without fear in such clothing. In a variation on the theme

of good works as clothing for the soul, Ichannes Wyclif
speaks of caritas as a virtue:

pis vertu clodis man at domus-day wip

bride-clodis, & $is clode may neuere be lost
in Pis world ne in todure. for noman may
come to heuene but he haue $is clopinge, ne

no man,pay haue #is clothe, but if he come to
heuen.

In the context of garment metaphors, the generic
pilgrim's costume is doubly interesting as metaphorically
described in "The passionate mans Pilgrimage, Supposed to be

Written by Ope at the Point of Death," a poem by Sir Walter
Raleigh:l’

GIVE me my Scallop shell of quiet,
My staffe of Faith to walke vpon;
My Scrip of Ioy, immortall diet

My bottle of saluation;

My Gown of Glory hopes true cage,
And then Ile take my pilgrimage.

among the many metaphors included in this poem is that of the



"gown of glory," which, in this poem, appears to mean an
appropriate and humble pilgrim's costume, that costume in
which the speaker will make his pilgrimage, and in which he
will be an aspirant to heavenly glory. In his combination of
the literal elements of pilgrim's weeds with metaphors,
especially in his evocation of the "gown of glory,"™ Raleigh's
poem describes, at one time, that attire in which a pilgrim
might go on pilgrimage, and the spiritual costume which he
hoped to achieve. The "gown of glory” metaphor is treated
differently in Dante's The Divine Conedy. Moreover, his
poetic treatment serves both to highlight and illuminate the
idea behind Raleigh's "gown of glory.” Dante gives Solomon

the words which explain such a gown:

"As long as the feast of Paradise shall last,
so long our love shall radiate this vesture
about us. 1Its brightness answers to our
ardour, the ardour to our vision, and that is
in the measure each has of grace beyond his
merit. When the flesh, glorified and holy,
shall be put on again, our person shall be
more acceptable for being all complete, so
that the light freely granted to us by the
Supreme Goodness shall increase, light which
fits us to see Him; from that must vision
increase, the ardour increase that is kindled
by it, the radiance increase which comes from
that. But like a coal that gives flame and
with its white glow outshines it so that its
own appearance is preserved, so this
effulgence that now surrounds us will be
surpassed in brightnigs by the flesh which the
earth still covers."”

In this canto, as Sinclair points out, each soul is called a

splendour, splendor, and the brightness of each soul is a



10

reflection of God's light, which Dante describes as "the

glory of Him who moves all things.'19

Later in the Paradiso,
St. Peter Damian explains his own gown of glory:

"aA divine light is focused upon me, piercing

through this in which I am embosomed, whose

virtue, joined with my own vision, raises me

so far above myself that I see the Supreme

Essence from which it is drawn. From this

comes the gladness with which I am aflame; for

to my sight, in the measure of its Eaearness,

I match the clearness of my flame."”
And finally, Dante the pilgrim describes the experience of
seeing the glorified person of Christ: "through the living
light the shining substance showed so bright in my eyes that

they could not bear it.'21

Here we have the gown of glory and
the source of all gecwns of glory, the resurrected Christ, an
image that Sinclair describes as "Christ seen in a flash, His
glorified human person gleaming through the glory of His

soul."22

Althouch his pilgrims are not generic, Chaucer's
rhetoric of costume demonstrates that he was well aware of
the construct, the generic pilgrim; it sets a standard@ of
proper costume and is a construct that carries implications
for the propriety of the Prioress' costume. Sicney Heath
calls the historical model for such a generic the
"professional pilgrim," and he describes his standard costume
in detail. It consisted of

a long, coarse, russet gown, with large

sleeves, sometimes patched with crosses, a
leather belt round the shoulders or loins,
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with a bowl, bag and scrip suspended from it,

a large round hat decorated with

scallop-shells, or small leacden images of the

Virgin and saints; a rosary of large beads,

hung round the neck or arm, ané a long walking

staff (the bourdon), hooked like a crosier, or

furnished near the top with a hollow ball, or

balls, whica3were sometimes used as a musical

instrument,
The Sarum Missal describes the "Blessing of Scrip and Staff"
which was customary for religious pilgrims to acquire before
setting out. After sprinkling the scrip with holy water, the
priest places it around the pilgrim'’s neck and says, "'In the
name of our Lord Jesus Christ receive this scrip, the hatit
of thy pilgrimage that after due chastisement thou mayest be
found worthy to reach in safety the Shrine of the Saints to
which thou desirest to go: and after the accomplishment of
thy journey thou mayst return to us in health.'™ Then the
pilgrim receives his staff and, if bound for Jerusalem, a
garment with a cross on it that has been sprinkled with holy
water.24 This costume for the generic pilgrim was commonly
called "pilgrim's weedes," as may be seen in the very old
ballaq "Friar of Orders Gray."25 Pilgrims wore these weeds
for their journey and went directly to their chosen shrine,
still wearing pilgrim's weeds, as indicated in John Urry's
published continuation of the Canterburv Tales, written scon
after Chaucer's time. Shortly after visiting the shrine of
St. Thomas, according to this account, Chaucer's pilgrims

cought "signs of Canterbury brooches" (such as the pilarim's

sign representing St. Thomas mounted on horseback now in the
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British Museum),26

after which they returned to the Chequer,
an inn, for dinner. After a meal they changed clothes and
vent out to enjoy themselves, "eche man as hym lest," until
time for the evening meal.27 Apparently, this is the first
change of garments for the pilgrims since their pilgrimage
began.

Chaucer was surely aware that the barefooted ascetic
pilgrim or the pilgrim fulfilling an assigned penance dressed
very humbly. Even the more usual and voluntary pilgrim, who
rode horseback and did not beg for food, maintained some
aspects of this traditional costume,28 as does the Prioress.
It is important to understand that there existed at the same
time these two types of pilgrim and that the pilgrims of the
General Prologue belong more properly to this seconé group.
However, the costume of the generic pilgrim is that of the
first, the ascetic or enforced penitentiary pilgrim.

Chaucer's knowledge of the norm for pilgrim attire,
pilgrim's weeds, is indicated in his portraits in the Ceneral
Brologue, although he describes no single one of his pilgrims
as wearing the complete costume. Still, there are vestiges
of the norm scattered among his portraits: the shipman wears
a "gowne of faldyng to the knee" (391), clothing which may
have been his ordinary attire as well. Falding, also called

frieze (OED), was a coarse woolen cloth which required

minimum skill in weaving.zg Such a cloth would have been
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suitable for peasant wear generally, as is the "coarse
russet” mentioned by Heath. Russet, "a coarse homespun woolen
cloth of a reddish~brown, grey or neutral colour, I[wasl]
formerly used for the dress of peasants and country-folk"”

(OED).30

Proper pilgrim's weeds made of these fabrics would
indeed be a humble costume and a humbling one when worn by an
affluent pilgrim.

The "leather belt round the shoulders or loins," of
Heath's description, finds its counterpart in the Yeoman's
belt, in which he tucks his arrows (105), or in his green
"bawdryk™ which holds his horn (116), although a proper
pilgrim's belt supports the bowl and scrip. Other possible
corollaries might be the Guildsmen's girdles and pouches
(368) , and the Franklin's white girdle with silk gipser
(357-358) ; however, both of these bespeak a sumptuousness
unsuitable to pilgrim's weeds. The pilgrim's scrip appears
in the Pardoner's portrait. Chaucer tells us that he
"trussed up” his hood "in his walet"™ (680-681), and wallet is
another name for scrip (OED). The one of Chaucer's characters
whom we know to be an experienced pilgrim, the Wife of Bath,
wears "an hat / As brood as is a bokeler or a targe"
(470-471), although Chaucer does not tell us that it is
decorated with scallop-shells such as the hat Heath
describes. However, pilgrims' signs and accessories are not

missing elsewhere--the Pardoner's cap has a vernicle sewn on
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it (685); the Yeman wears a silver St. Christopher medal on
his breast (115); and the Prioress, appropriately, carries
rosary beads.

Since they ride horseback, none of Chaucer's pilgrims
carries the walking staff; nevertheless, there is a bourdon
in the General Prolcaue~-the "stif bourdoun” which the
Somoner bears to the Pardoner's secular love song (672-673).
Heath describes two kinds of bourdons, one of which has a
"hollow ball, or balls, which were sometimes used as a
musical instrument." This idea of music is alive in
Chaucer's description, as the bourdon which the Summoner

bears is glossed as "ground melody,"31

although the line is
also usually understood to contain a sexual pun. If there is
a pun here, it is a highly sophisticated one, combining
phallic imagery, music terminologyv, and the pilarim's weeds.
A second, but unambiguous, walking staff mentioned in the
Geperal Prolcgue is that carrieé@ by the Parson of a Town when
he visited his parishioners: "Upon his feet, and in his hand
a staf®™ (495). Here we see the visible sign of the Parson's
everyday pilgrimage; although we do not know that he brings
his staff with him to Canterbury. Still, we may envision his
staff as being like the first one Beath describes, "hooked
like a crosier," the staff of the good shepherd Chaucer tells

us the Parson is (514).

Thus, the costume of pilgrim's weeds of the generic
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pilgrim is visibly present in the General Prologue, and it is
the basic structure upon which Chaucer's costume rhetoric
depends and the standard by which each pilgrim's costume may
be evaluated,'including that of the Prioress. Although "the
intellectual or cognitive cell of the costume, its basic

element, is the §ign,32

when Chaucer mentions an item of
clothing, it has both an individual connotation and a meaning
that is derived from comparison with pilgrim’s weeds; as
Barthes says of his garment system, "clothing always draws on
costume.” In Barthes' terms, clothing is speech, and costume
is language. He defines speech in his garment system as the
"individual way of wearing (size of the garment, degree of
cleanliness or wear, personal quirks, free association of

.
rieces)"; language is "the dialectic which unites . . .
costume,” i.e., "the oppositions of pieces, parts of garment
and 'details', the variation of which entails a change in
meaning,"” plus "the rules which govern the associaticn of the

pieces among themselves."33

That Chaucer understood these
principles is manifest in his careful distribution of the
signs of the pilgrim's weeds throughout the General Prolcgue,
a continual rhetorical reminder to his audience that the
clothing signs of the personaticns which he describes might
be compared to the generic.

The socio-economic implications incorporated in the

costume rhetoric of the Prioress' portrait compose another
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important part of the cultural code present in the General
Prologue. Among medieval authors, Geoffrey Chaucer was
singularly fitted to include contemporary socioc-economic
significations in his rhetoric of costume, as he does in his
description of Madamé Eglentyne. He was controller of the
customs and subsidy of wool, hides, and woolfells from June
12, 1374 to December, 1386, and was controller of the petty
customs from April, 20, 1382 to the end of 1386, in the port
of London. For the second office he had a deputy, but for the
first, it was necessary that he keep rolls with his own
hand.34 Since his father, also, had been a collector of
export duties on woolen cloths from the ports of Southampton,
Chicester, Seaford, Shoreham, and Portsmouth35 and we know
that Chaucer had first-hand experience with cloth trade
imports and exports, it is reasonable to assume that Chaycer
knew fabrics and their monetary value. /

He would have also known the social value of different
kinds of fabrics from two perspectives (both of which provide
insights into his rhetoric of costume in the Prioress'
portrait, as will be discussed later): 1) The woolen and
cloth industry of Chaucer's time was extensive, and fabrics
of all kinds were made to specifications set by law. For
example, "cloths called monks' cloths" were required to be at

least twelve yards long and five quarters in breadth. Cloths

called canon cloths must be five yards long and seven
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quarters wide. These cloths were made specifically for the
use of monks and canons, but they came in variocus qualities

which were also specified by law.36

2) In addition, sumptuary
laws attempted to regulate which fabrics could be worn
according to the income of the wearer.

The fact is that these sumptuary laws were practically
unenforceable,37 but they are pertinent to this study, as
background information, because they describe the social
distinctions and attitudes, in terms of clothing, that were
current among all classes of people in England at the time of
Chaucer's writing.38 The first sumptuary law passed in
England relating to dress, enacted by Parliament in March of
1337, reveals clearly that the members of parliament equated
the right to dress sumptuously with social status, and that,
of course, is not surprising. Bowever, what is both
surprising and equally clear is that, in this law and in
later ones, Parliament equates social status with income, not
with birth when the two are not in agreement.

The sumptuary legislation of 1337, 1362 (repealed
1363-1364) , 1378-1379 (proposed but not passed), and much
later, in the third year of Edward IV's reign, illustrates
socio-economic attitudes with which Chaucer would certainly
have been familiar. Granting this andé recalling his

familiarity with cloth imports and exports, we must assume

that when Chaucer specified the fabric worn by a pilgrim, he
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knew precisely what the fabric signified to his listening or
reading public, and he expected such signs to be interpreted
according to the cultural code of his time. 1In addition,
when he fails to specify fabric of a particular kind, he
implies that there is nothing remarkable in the costume he
sees, an implication that is pertinent to our understanding
of the Prioress' costume.

It is only sensible that someone should try to
reassemble the disparate traditions described above. That it
will never be possible to completely regain the understanding
of Chaucer's original audience is a given of such a task.
Still, to make a coordinated approach, considering artistic
and socio-economic implications of Chaucer's pilgrims'
clothing as a sign, is the task I propose for myself,
beginning with the portrait of the Prioress in this study. I
plan to analyse this portrait in order to uncover, if
possible, the intricacy of Chaucer's pattern of using
clothing as a sign of character, an intricacy which remains
unexplored.

Arnold Williams suggests that the study of allegory is
most fruitfully pursued through "an examination of the
elements which make up the total piece, [with attention
givenl to its personages, the signs that define them, the
signals that point the meaning of their actions, the

structures that provide unity."39 Costume works in each of
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these ways in Chaucer's portrait of Madame Eglentyne, but it
is the signs that are the basic keys to his sophisticated
pattern. As Roland Barthes says, "Fashion clothes (as
written about) are the language at the level of vestimentary
communication and speech at the level of verbal

n40

communication. As he posits an "alimentary rhetoric,®™ for

the.food system, I posit a costume rhetoric in Chaucer's
portraits, from which that of the Prioress will serve as an
example. I propose, in my dissertation, to decode Chaucer's
costume signs in this portrait in order to be able to read
the language, the cultural code, and finally, to properly
appreciate his rhetoric.

We are ready now to consider the general context in
which we may read the implications of Chaucer's costume
rhetoric in his portrait of the Priocress. The gquestion we
must answer is: how would Chaucer's fourteenth-century
audience have perceived the Prioress in this descripticn?
The probability is that they would have found her dress,
table manners,4l singing of the divine service, and
pronunciation of French all proper according to English
social and religious practices of the day, and her beauty
consistent with both rhetorical and visual arts presentations
of womanly and spiritual beauty.42 That Chaucer draws a
detailed picture of her lovely and probably proper habit,

symbolic of spiritual cleanness, spiritual and physical
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chastity, sets up a contrast with his portrayal of her human
potentia for sin. His rhetoric continually suggests this
potepntia even while he describes Madame Eglentyne's proper
religious habit.

The Prioress' table manners serve to illuminate this
potentia both because they emphasize her interest in
propriety and because they belong to a second structure that
interacts with that of costume. 1In this context, we note
Xevin Kiernan‘’s comments on Chaucer's "use of articles of
clothing to highlight parts of the body." He continues,
commenting on the oréder of the description which "descends
and reverts, from mouth to nose to mouth to fingers to breast
to mouth. Other woré@s, 'ooth,' 'soong,' 'spak,' 'dronken,'®
Keep the reader's attention focused on the mouth,”™ and on her
dainty eating.43 Here we find an apt description of Chaucer's
method that amounts to literary sleight of hand: he
emphasizes Madame Eglentyne's table manners, and behind that,
her eating; he emphasizes her headdress, and behind that, her
broad forehead which, in turn, emrhasizes and is consistent
with her large stature; he emphasizes her rosary, and through
that, her arm which reaches after her meat in a seemly
fashion. Chaucer does indeed, as Kiernan says, use costume
to take the place of parts of the body, but it is not in
order to describe a beautiful woman, nor to describe "an

unusually large, possibly fat, person,"44 but, instead, to
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describe the potential for gluttony and obesity. The order
of the entire description, as well as the diction, which
Kiernan describes so well, serves to emphasize the Prioress'
mouth, as we shall see. If the Prioress is less than
perfect, here is the feature which indicates the potential
for that imperfection which is the cbject of Chaucer's
focus.

Chaucer's costume rhetoric supports this choice of focus
and it does so in a way that reveals Chaucer's
sophistication. He follows, and yet does not follow literary
tradition. As will be discussed in depth in Chapter II,
literature of his and earlier periods contains descriptions
of pious nuns who are perfect in habit and habits, and also
descriptions of worldly nuns who wear luxurious garments, or
wish to. This practice of luxuria is sometimes encapsulated
in the phrases "wide" or "full habits®™ and "large robes.™ 2an
excerpt from Lydgate's The Temple of Glas, which mentioans
nuns "In wide copis perfeccion to feine," is a case in
point. However, Chaucer does not portray Macdame Eglentyne in
either of these two manners in which the outer appearance
equals the inner truth of character. If she wears large
robes, it is because ghe is "nat undergrowe" (156), an
oh-so-cdelicate suggestion of the potential for the largeness
that is obesity which underscores the fact of her reaching

for meat, however caintily, and hints at the ever-present
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temptation of gluttony,45 at the same time it recognizes the
correctness of her manners. That this "nat undergrowe"
stature is also consistent with rhetorical and sculptural
portrayals of personified virtues, all of whom have
larger-than-life stature, in no way detracts from the double
vision we gain here; in fact, such vision is enhanced since
the virtues were so frequently portrayed in the company of
their opposite vice.

Chaucer's practice in the portrait of his Prioress
improves, because it is more subtle, on that of the authors
and illuminators of Le Roman de la Rose who achieve a similar

46 False Seeming, and

effect by portraying Pope-Holiness,
Constrained Abstinence (fig. 1) in religious habits and pious
accessories which are the signs of spiritual cleanness, while
demonstrating through their acticns that no such cleanness
exists within their souls; elements of all three characters
may be identified in Chaucer's description of his Prioress,
and his method of portraiture is illuminated by an
understanding of that employed in Le Roman de la Rose. The
technique is made explicit in False Seeming's statements:

I am lodged where I think that I am better

hidden. The safest hiding place is under the

most humble garment. . . . I have in mind the

false religious, the malicious criminals who

want to wear the habit but do not want to

subcdue their hearts. (11011-11022)

He excludes the truly religious from his condemnation and

states that "I can indeed assume their habit, but I would
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rather let myself be hanged than desert my main business,

whatever face I put on it"™ (11033-11036). Furthér, he lives
with the worldly who

pretend to be poor, and they live on good,
delicious morsels of food and drink costly
wines. . . « To the world they present an
argument in which there is a shameful
conclusion: this man has the robe of religion;
therefore he is religious. This argument is
specious, nor worth a knife of privet; the
habit does not make the monk. (11044-11058)

We find the crux of his argument in his statement,
Certainly by my habit you would never know
with what people I dwell, any more than you
would from ny words, no matter how simple andé
gentle they were. You should look at actions
if your eyes have not been put out; for if
people do something other than what they say,
they are certainly tricking you, whatever
robes they have or whatever estate they
occupy, clerical or lay, man or woman, lord,
sergeant, servant, or lady. (11006-11082)
And the idea is reiterated as False Seeming says, "I prefer
to pray in front of people and cover my foxlike nature under
a clocak of pope-holiness" (11522-11524).

Thus, in Le Roman de la Rose we see that the actions of
the characters listed above speak and contradict those icdeals
expressed by their pious and proper appearances. Such a
method presupposes that the costumes described by the author
will be appropriate, and with this in mind, indeed, not much
attention is wasted on them: Pope-Holiness "was shod and

clothed as if she were a nun. In her handé she held a

psalter.” False Seeming wears many disguises (11202-11222),
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none of which are described, although he tells us, "I am one
of Antichrist's boys, one of the thieves of whom it is
written that they have the garment of saintliness and live in
pretense™ (11713-11716), and "I wear a simple robe, under
which I have worked many a great evil. . . . if I have a
simple, demure face, do you think that I may cease doing
evil?" (12999-12004). He wears a "simple robe," not "large
robes" which would reveal his worldliness; his is an apt
Gisquise. For this same reason, Constrainec Abstinence dons
the costume of the pious pilgrim (fig. 1):

Tantost Abstinence Contrainte

Vest une robe cameline,

Et s'atorne comme begquine,

Et ot un large quevrechief .

Et d'un blanc drap covert le chief.

Scn psaltier mie n'oublia,

Unes patenostres y a
A un blanc las de fil pendues., (12044-~12051)

[Constrained Abstinence straightway put on a
robe of cameline and fixed herself up as a
Beguine; she covered her head with a large
kerchief and a white cloth, and she did not
forget her psalter. She had paternosters
hanging on a white thread-lace.l

In complement to this costume, Constrained Abstinen;e carries
two more signs of the professional pilgrim--the bourdon and
wallet; however, they are allegorically characterized as a
stick of larceny and a bag full of cares (12077-12030).
Significantly, Constraine¢ Abstinence is describedé as

follows:

I would describe her as a woman of fine
stature, but a little pale of face. She
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resembled, the dirty bitch, the horse in the
Apocalypse that signified the wicked people,
pale and stained with hypocrisy.

(12065-12070)
Chaucer achieves a more subtle approach than the one above in
his depiction of Madame Eglentyne's "fair" forehead and his
suggestion of her large stature in his statement that
"hardily, she was nat undergrowe," even though his portrait
of her is reminiscent of Constrained Abstinence's "pale" face
and "fine stature."™ We note that Chaucer buttresses the idea
of the Prioress' stature with his diction. His ftraductio,
the repetition of "ful" eleven times,47 emphasizes this
point. That he does so may attest to "The extreme degree to
which the prioress held various qualities, attitudes, and
habits," as Roger P. Parr states. Nevertheless, it also
attests to what Chaucer emphasizes: her fullness. The
Prioress' smiling is "ful symple and coy"; her singing is
done "ful weel" and entuned "ful semely”; her French is
spoken "ful faire and fetisly"™; "In curteisie was set ful
muchel hir lest™; she reaches after her meat in a "ful
semely®” manner; she is "ful pleasaunt™ of port; her wimple is
"ful semely” pinched; her mouth "ful smal®; her cloak "ful
fetys™; and the gold of her brooch "ful sheene.” Chaucer
couples this repetition with other fraductio of "wel™ and
"so,” and with such expressions of extremes as "greatteste,”
"peyned," "soore," "sikerly," "hardily," and the final

"ompia™ of her motto.
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Certainly, Chaucer gives full expression to the
fullness, the gomnia, of this personage. He is too
sophisticated to resort to stating that she wore a wide
habit. This metaphor was a blatant one, as blatant as the
repeated authorial explanations for the hypocritical
character images in Le Roman de la Rose. Instead Chaucer
arranges that we may see, behind her proper singing of the
service, proper Stratford at Bowe French, proper table and
social manners, and proper pity and charity (however
inappropriately bestowed), that the “nat undergrowe™ Maaame
Eglentyne, perhaps, eats more than she should. If we must
find fault with her, let us do so where Chaucer gives us
overt evidence. She eats meat on pilgrimage--the very place
where penance would be appropriate. This fact, plus
Chaucer's traductio and the order of his description which
begins with her mouth, circles about her persecn, and ends
with the rosary over her arm, emphasizing the arm which
reached so daintily, all support this idea. The Prioress’
probably proper habit may also be "wide" or long but not
because it is made of more fabric than is needful. 2nd
wearing it, she may well be feigning perfection, to use
Lydgate's phrase, just as Constrained Abstinence, described
in the text and shown in manuscript illuminations of Le Roman
de la Rose, feigns perfection in her proper nun's habit and

pilgrim accessories.48 But Chaucer the pilgrim, holcing the
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Prioress "digne of reverence,” does not say so; he literally
circles the issue. Nevertheless, Chaucer the poet, who may
well have read this portrait aloud, should have been able to
make this point verbally, as he repeated "ful," with all due
emphasis. The suggestion of sinful potepfia is cmnipresent;
it is not so much the woman who is not submerged in the nun,
as it is the human nature which is everpresent beneath all
aspirations to perfection and which is not subdued by
religicus garb.

That Gluttony is the focus of Chaucer's suggestive
rhetoric is further supported by the other two interesting
symbols in this portrait: the mouse, and the small hounds.49
The first serves to bring out the fact of the Prioress’
abuncdant pity and tears; the second to illustrate her
"charity." However, the mouse, besides substituting, in the
standard way, for sin beneath the feet of a saint in the
illumination of St. Gertrude, in B.M. MS. Harley 2962, Horze
beatae Virginis cum calendario, orationibus ad sanctos &
aliis, fol. 41 (fig. 2), is alsc more specifically the symbol
of gluttony.50 Considering the two symbols together and in
the context of a discussion of gluttony, we find that both
are concerned with the consumption of food. The small

hound551

kept by the Prioress are indeed well-fec on roasted
meat, milk and wastel-bread, and the implication is clear

that she herself regularly dires this well if not better.
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The idea that the Prioress overeats from time to time is
encouraged in Chaucer's choice of diction. That "raughte"
may be translated to mean the Prioress reached after [forl
meat is the standard interpretation, but it might equally
mean that she belched after meat. This interpretation is
based on the etymological possibility that either hracan or

rZcap might be the source for "raughte."52

Again we
experience the double vision which recognizes correct manners
and behind them the potential for sin encapsulated in the
possible belch of surfeit. 1In addition, if there is enough
milk to spare for the feeding of hounds in Fadame Eglentyne's
Priory, there is almost the "plenty"™ of milk that is
mentioned in the satirical "Order of Fair Ease," to be
discussed in Chapter II.53 But even this image pales beside
the idea that the Prioress weeps when a mouse is trapped,
killed, or injured. On a literal level, the image of the
Prioress weeping over a mouse indicates that her husbandry of
Priory resources is exceptionally poor, while on a
metaphorical level such an image suggests that she could not
bear to have the sin of gluttony exorcized in her Priory,
perhaps in herself.54
Additional evidence supporting the thesis that in
describting her actions Chaucer portrays the Prioress'

poteptia for gluttony may be found in medieval illuminations

of the vice and its opposite virtue, temperance.



29

Illuminators frequently depict personifications of both
temperance and gluttony in a scene with table and food. 1In
the early fourteenth-century B.M. MS. 28,162, fol. 4v

(fig. 3), Temperance, in the upper righthand quadrant,
instructs a woman in the practice of eating moderately. The
table holds a platter containing a fish; a decorously
kneeling servant holds a pitcher and offers a goblet. 1In
this same copy of Somme le Roi, fol. 10v, upper right
quadrant, we find Gluttony in the figure of a man who sits to
eat while he still wears his hood; a woman touches the hood
as if to remove it. The man holds a bowl under his chin with
his right hand. Wavey lines from mouth to bowl depict steam
or dribbling gravy, or perhaps even vomit. At the same time,
his left hand reaches for and holds the tail of a fish in a
bowl. His table contains two bowls of fish as well as
pitcher, knives, and a plate which a servant touches. 1In the
lower register of this same folio, a bangqueting scene with
guests holding their cups also shows a dog in front of the
table stealing a fish from a platter, indicating the kind of
waste, or animalistic behavior, that occurs when Sobriety
(depicted in the upper lefthand corner of the folio) is
abandoned. In a similar vein, Temperance is depicted
instructing a woman at table in B.M. MS. Royal 19Cii, fol.
49, The table is set with a plate of fish, covered pitcher,

and knife before the woman receiving instruction. In front
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of the table, Gluttony is depicted kneeling and drinking from
a cup. The contrast between Gluttony's actions here and
those of the decorous servant, of fol. 4v in Somme le Roi
mentioned above, underscores the message of this
illumination. Gluttony drinking from a bowl is also
portrayed in Bodleian Library MS. Douce 104, fol. 29, which
illustrates 1. 349 of a circa 1427 copy of Piers Blgughman.ss
That Chaucer depicts the Prioress in the process of eating
and drinking parallels common presentations of Gluttony,
while at the same time, he draws attention to her delicate
table manners. However, as R. F. Yeager points out, one of
the branches of gluttony is "'Delicacie' in fating," as is
swearing, both of which come under the heading of sins of the
mouth in the moral tradition of Somme le Reoi, Avenbite of
. . . 5
Inwit, Pricke of Conscience, and Handlyng Synnpe. 6
It follows, then, that in the Augustinian and

metaphorical csense, the Prioress will be clothed spiritually
in her deeds, her habits, her behavior, which is less than
perfect. John Wyclif expresses this idea succinctly:

$is vertu [charity] clo#is man at demus-day

wi bride-clo#is, & Pis clo#e may neuere be

lost in #is world ne'in $e todure. £for noman

may come to heuene but he haue 3is clodinge,

ne no man may haue $is clothe, but if he come

to heuen; & so men t schulen be dampned han

but feyned charity. But lyue wele after

goddis lawe & hope to haue ?is loue, for no

man schal knowe ne trowe to haue it but if god

wole telle him priueyly.

and so freris, #at louen more her habite
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Jat dei han ordeyned hem fan Pe clode of
charite iat god had schapen his sones, ben
yuel disposid to haue Pis clode of charite;
Sid Per loue is turned amys to charge more
here hablte (o} lesyn it or leeuen it, to
clo e erw1 dye, n to lese dis
charlty to clo -Wl r soule. . .5§nd

is is open here51e by many kyn skylles.

As we can see, Madame Eglentyne's social demeanor and
religious habit may be spotless, but she will be scantily
clad in her charitable actions, since the poor should be the
recipients of the meat, milk, and bread which she bestows on
the hounds and probably, because of her pity, to the mice as
well. The warning in Matthew 23: 25-26 is especially
appropriate to the Prioress as we recall her conscienticus
treatment of the pilgrims' communal cup: "Woe unto you
scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye make clean the
outside of the cup and of the dish, but within you are full
of rapine and uncleanness."58 Clearly the uncleanness or
cupiditas focused on in this portrait is the potential for
gluttony and not that of pride in dress as described in the
moral of the "Tale of the Rnight and Monk who loved New
Fashions™:

But $e clerk was wode al gate
To were a clo a3ens hys state,

here mow 3e se $at god vys wroth 59
with hem $at dysgyse here clode. (3393-3396)
We should also note the author's further statement on pride

in dress:

what sey 3e men of ladyys pryde
t gone traylyng ouer syde:
3yf a lady were ryghtly shreue,
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Better hyt were yn almes 3eue;
To soule helpe hyt my3t do bote,
$at trayle}p lowe vndyr e fote. (3435-3444)

60

Clearly, the question of the proper bestowal of alms to
the poor points again to the need for "soule helpe," in order
to gain that proper gown of glory spun of charitable heart
and deeds which clothes the righteous on the day of
Judcement. Although Peter S. Taitt dicé not grant the Prioress
a proper habit, we must agree with his statement that
"Chaucer has successfully juxtaposed the ideal and the real
by details of dress and behavioux:."61 In liadame Eglentyne's
portrait, we see both the ideal and its opposite, the means
by which it may be corrupted: a woman lovely in appropriate
nun's habit, with a taste for the luxury of meat.

Having discussed the context or background against which
we may view the Prioress' costume, we turn now to a
consideration of the evidence for the thesis of this work
that the costume worn by Madame Eglentyne is appropriate. It
is in an attempt to recapture, as much as is possible, an
understanding of the late fourteenth-century cultural code
that I have chosen to collect and present data from
historical documents and the visual arts, as well as
literature in this study and to organize it whenever possitle

by means of comparisons and contrasts, in an effort to

determine how we should perceive the Prioress' costume. The
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guestions these chapters will pose are 1) what light can
these facts shed on individual garments or accessories of the
Prioress' costume? 2) what insight can this information
offer into Chaucer's costume rhetoric? and 3) how do these
parts relate to the portrait as a whele--what do we learn
about costume and rhetoric of costume that aids our
understanding of the Prioress as a literary character?
Further, 4) what insights can we gain into Chaucer's overall
method of characterization by costume, a method which might
be equally applicable, for instance, to the Knight (whose
costume was so recently described by Terry Jones as that of a
mercenary rather than that of the epitome of ideal chivalry)
and to other characters in the General Prologue and The
Capterbury Tales?

To this end, Chapter I will deal with the Prioress'
headdress, her veiling and wimple, and will refute the
traditional critical stance that both are inappropriate.
This chapter will also demonstrate the difficulties inherent
in the reading of Chaucer's costume rhetoric when one
approach, alone, is used in interpretation. And it will
include a discussion of certain fallacies in interpretation
of diction that have become part of the critical tradition
for the portrait of the Prioress. This chapter will also
provide the necessary historical background information for

an objective appraisal of the Prioress' headdress. Here the
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religious ideal of convent rules and the secular ideal of
Sumptuary Laws will be compared and contrasted with
historical records of convent visitations and wills: the
ideals versus the reality. Both are important to an
understanding of the fourteenth-century cultural code.
RKnowledge of both is necessary to. a proper evaluation and
placement of the Prioress' costume somewhere on the continuum
between two poles, ideal and scandalous. Although there will
be no facts here that cannot be found in print in previcusly
published records, yet these several groups of facts have not
been previously assembled and arranged with the express
purpose of providing the basis for and means by which the
costume of Chaucer's Prioress might be systematically
analysed. Further, their juxtaposition sheds an interesting
light on Chaucer's costume rhetoric and on the character of
the Prioress.

In addition, the literary traditions in the treatment of
nuns' headdresses in the literature of Chaucer's time will be
the subject of scrutiny in Chapter I. Special attention will
be given to the rhetorical traditions of the description of
womanly beauty including dress of the Blessed Virgin Mary,
and of the Virtues, especially Prudentia who is often
depicted in the visual arts dressed as a nun, as both
traditions offer insight into Chaucer's costume rhetoric in

the portrait of Macame Eglentyne. Chapter I will also present
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a survey of manuscript illuminations, taken from manuscripts
of a serious didactic nature, in which nuns are portrayed in
a variety of headdresses. From this survey, both a "typical
nun” of manuscript illumination can be determined, as well as
the kinds of variation presented in such representations.
This survey is especially revealing in regard to Chaucer's
description of the Prioress' wimple and his non-description
of her veil. 2An additional insight is gained concerning the
interdepencence between the arts as we come to see how
closely these illuminations of nuns follow the princirles set
forth in the rhetorical tradition discussed earlier in this
chapter. The artistic tradition in which those virtues most
appropriate to nuns are portrayed in the visual arts as
personified virtues in nuns' habits and the accompanying
conflation of iconocgraphy in portrayal of nuns, the Blessed
Virgin lary, and personifiecd virtues will be discussed as
they relate to the portrait of the Prioress and to Chaucer's
rhetoric of costume.

In Chapter II we will prove that the Prioress' clcak is
appropriate garb for a Prioress. We will follow the same
procecure as in Chapter I and present evicence from the same
sources. Particular attention will be paié to refuting the
perjorative connotaticen cf the adjective "elegant” as used by
critics in describing the Prioress' cloak. Special attention

will also be given to the technigues and metaphors emploved
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in the satirical treatment of descriptions of nuns' habits in
medieval literature. In addition, a survey of dress
indiscretions of medieval nuns will be presented, a survey
which amply illustrates a variety of forbidden dress items,
all of which provide a startling contrast to Chaucer's
description of Madame Eglentyne's habit. This so-called
"negative evidence" provides the background against which we
may judge Chaucer's description. And, finally, a selection
from the variety of proper nuns' habits as illustrated in
illuminated manuscripts will be discussed--again,
contributing to an objective evaluation of Chaucer's costume
rhetoric.

Chapter III includes an analysis of the significance of
the two accessories to Madame Eglentyne's costume: her rosary
and the book, a standard detail in portraits of medieval
abbesses and prioresses and a detail that, although literally
missing from this portrait, may be suggested in Chaucer's
statement concerning the manner in which the Prioress sings
her service. Information from historical, scientific,
literary, and religious sources as well as from the visual
arts forms an integral part of this analysis. Such a
collection of data serves as the basis of comparisons and
contrasts from which we can infer that the Prioress’
accessories are appropriate, regardless of how we may

interpret her actions as described by Chaucer.
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Chapter One

The Prioress' Headdress

The critical tradition for the portrait of the Prioress
in Geoffrey Chaucer's General Prolcgue to The Canterbury
Tales holds that the Prioress' headdress is improper--her
veil is worn too high on her forehead ané her wimple is
inappropriately "pynched." Both practices are interpreted as
evidence of her vanity, a trait inconsistent with a nun's
vocation. Such assumptions fincé their factual base in
selections from convent visitation records dating primarily
from the middle of the fifteenth-century, and fail to
consider evidence from other sources and earlier times. In
this chapter we will refute the critical tradition that finds
the Prioress' headdress inappropriate. Chaucer's description
of the Prioress' veil and wimple will be compared to
descriptions of the nun's proper headdress found in convent
rules ané medieval literature, depictions of inappropriate
headdresses described in visitation injunctions and in
literature, ancé representations of nuns' headdresses in
illuminated manuscripts and sculpture; also to be considered
is the manner in which the rhetorical tradition of the period

contributed to Chaucer's description of Macame Eglentyne's
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veil and wimple. A study of this evidence reveals that she
wears an appropriate headdress, consistent with her interest
in propriety, and illustrative of her status as nun,
Prioress, and lady.

Revin S. Riernan quotes Geoffroi de Vinsauf's remark
that "'the discretion of the wise man observes what is said
through what is left unsaid,"‘l as being a useful idea to
Keep in mind when reading Chaucer and it is an idea that will
be employeé¢ in this study. However, before we can apply this
advice to our analysis of the Pricress, we must start with

what Chaucer said:

Ful semyly hir wympul pynched was,

Hir nose tretys, hir eyen greye as glas,

Hir mouth ful smal, and therto softe and reed:

But sikerly she hadde a fair forheed;

It was almost a spanne brood, I trowe;

For, hardily, she was nat undergrowe. (151-156)
Simply stated, the Prioress' headdress reveals the dimensions
of her forehead, and her wimple is "ful semyly”™ "pynched."

A critical problem is posed by the Pricress' veil which
Chaucer does not mention, but which has nevertheless spawned
many comments in the criticism concerned with Hadame
Eglentyne’'s "fair forheed." Florence Ridley provides a
handy, although now nearly twenty years o0lc, summary of the
criticism on the subject of the Prioress' forehead, noting
that Preston, Coulton, and Power think it should not be

visible, while Clark, and Robertson take positions cn the

physiognomical implications of its broadness; Harper thinks
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this broadness proportionate to a body which is "nat
undergrowe, " while Muriel Bowden cdiscusses the Prioress'
forehead in terms of medieval styles of beauty, citing Curry
and the lover in Confessio Aman;is.z Bowden's point is
important to Eileen Power's argument as well: Power stresses
the importance of high foreheads to worldly ladies who went
to such lengths as shaving to achieve the desired effect; she
states that nuns could not resist this fashion. But she goes
even further, and posits that in an effort to be fashionable,
they "could not resist lifting up and spreading out their
veils," and follows this comment with an interesting
questicn: "for how otherwise did Chaucer kpow that Madame
Eglentyne had such a fair forehead?“3“

G. G. Coulton clarifies the ongoing critical attitude
toward the Prioress' veil and/or forehead in a forthright
statement. He states the puritanical point of view: "This
nun had no business to possess any foreheaé at all, so far as
Chaucer was concerned."4 Mo one else states this idea so
plainly, and ncwhere else is there such an openly expressed
attitude of critic towaré characters--Prioress and Chaucer
the narrator-pilgrim. Yet many critics imply such a
judgment. These judgments generally cite episcopal and
convent visitation records as proof that bare foreheads were
forcidden to nuns, but they fail to mention that the recordés

percinent to this point were dated aprroximately fifty vears



after the Geperal Prologue was written.

In addition, one word in particular poses a special
problem in the canon of criticism concerned with the
Prioress' headdress: "fluted," a word which the critics
employ but which Chaucer does not. F. N. Robinson notes that
a letter from G. G. Coulton states that this wimple "should
have been plain, not fluted."s This note has evoked numerous
cormments about the Prioress' fluted veil, and more than one
judgment made upon such fluting although it is nonexistent.

In general, the Prioress is viewed by the critics as a
nun who wishes to dress in accordance with the courtly
tradition, although a few see her as dressed in accordance
with the Marian traditicen and thereby excuse what they call
her "elegance."™ H. P. VWeissman's evaluation of the Prioress
and her costume is made in the former of these two
perspectives. She places Madame Eglentyne in the class of
the "new woman," the lady of courtly literature, whose
function it is "to allure from her pedestal and lead men to
wisdom through love," and who has "transcending virtue" which
attracts men to her tower. For Weissman, this is the
function of the courtly lady, the lady she designates as the
wrong new woman image, which the Prioress follows.s From such
a perspective, the Prioress' costume is naturally pictured as

the visiktle result of her efforts to allure ané attract

love.
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In this vein, also, Gerald Morgan remarks the Prioress!
"elegance cf dress and . . . physical beauty" [quoting 11. &
146-54]. In his judgment,

All these details ostensibly enhance her as a
courtly figure, but they have been carefully
chosen to focus upon the violation of her
profession as a nun, for nuns were not allowed
to keep dogs, their wimples were to be plain
and not fluted and,their foreheads should not
have been exposed.
Those critics who place the Prioress within the worldly,
courtly tradition rarely fail to mention her wimple, as
Morgan does, or her raised veil, as S. T. Knight does.
Knight judges that the Prioress wears her veil high on her
forehead "for the sake of a totally worldly fashion."8

Under the classification of proponents of the Marian
tradition, we find Mary Hardy Long Frank's defense of the
courtly characteristics of this portrait as being at the same
time unparadoxically Marian since Mary was "in every
immaculate sense of the word, mistress to the Christian
9
n

worlc. She cites the rose symbolism of her name and her

manners as being imitative of the Virgin, and her handsone
dress as customary to the Marian tradition.lO However, even
Frank cannot find an excuse for the bared brow cf critical
tracdition, although she assumes that the Pricress assumes the
Virgin would "excuse in a cevoted : ervant such innocent
ceccadilloes as a bared brow or csmall dogs."ll

Before we discuss the reputed inappropriate neight of
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the Prioress' veil and her wimple, a definition of terms is
necessary. For convenience, the term "headdress® will
designate both veiling and wimple or barbe, the entire
ensemble of various styles which nuns wore during the
lledieval Period. By "veil" we shall understand the single,
lined or unlined, cloth which covered a nun's head and did or
did not cover all or part of her forehead. 1In visual
representations such as illuminated manuscripts and sculpture
which reveal two veils (usually a black one over a white),
they will be designated as an "overveil®™ and "underveil.® On
occasion when it cannot be determined whether an underveil or
a wide band across the forehead is worn, the term "underveil"
will be used.

In this study, the term "wimple” will be defined as a
small garment worn in such a way that the sides of the face
are ccvered and the neck is covered from side to side and
from the chin cdownward. This differs from the OED
definition: "1l. A garment of linen or silk formerly worn by
women, so folded as to envelop the head, chin, sides of the
face, and neck: now retained in the dress of nuns."
Subsequent quotations after 1500 listec in OED sometimes
mention both wimple andé veil, for example circa 1530 Court of
Love 1102: "And eke the nonnes, with vaile and wimgle
vlight.”

The definition chosen for wimple in this study is more
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exclusive than that appearing elsewhere. The term "wimple"
has also been used to describe the two white linen bands or
"fillets"™ worn by ladies in the mid-thirteenth century in
northern Europe. One band was worn under the chin and over
the crown of the head, covering the ears, and the second went
across the forehead and circled the top of the head, covering
the sice of the first.12
Since "wimple" is a somewhat nebulous term, in this
study we will do as the author of Court of Love did and
separate wimple from veil as in the definition stipulated
above. Such a separation has other precedents. For example,
Mary G. Houston makes the same kind of separation in
terminology, in her definition of wimple: "A veil covering
neck and chin, popular for women in the thirteenth century
and afterwards survived in thé dress of many of the Religious
Orders.“l3 Similarly, Joan Evans separates veil from wimple.
She dates the wimple as a fashionable item of dress for all
thirteenth-century women, and as such it was mentioned in a
1273 sermon by Gilles d'Orleans, Chancellor of the University
and, ultimately, at the conclusion of the century by Jean ge
leung as he comments on the way the style had been converted
tc the ornate and extravagant cornettes, in Le Rcmap de la
20se. Evans asserts that, after the wimrle's demise as high
fasnion, it continued to be worn by widows and nuns. With a

hanging veil benind it, it "was regarded as the most decorous
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of head-tires."14 We must note, however, that these

definitions do not cover all the possibilities for nuns'
headdresses. Nor do they always correspond to the less
precise descriptions provided in convent rules and historical
records. Nevertheless they will serve as useful descriptive

terms for the purpose of comparison in this study.

We begin, now, with our analysis of Chaucer's rhetoric
of costume in the Prioress' portrait and it is appropriate to
Go so with the Prioress' headdress, discussing first her
veil(s) and, later, her wimple. Chaucer does not describe
the Prioress' veil. Bowever, his comment on her fair
forehead appears to indicate his personal knowledge of its
dimensions, knowledge which could have been acquired by
observation of a veil worn high above the forehead in the
secular style of his time. His comment is suggestive. If
there is impropriety here, however, it might well rest with
the pilgrim Chaucer who notices beauty and says so:

But sikerly she hadde a fair forheed;
It was almoost a spanne brood, I trowe. (154-155)

llevertheless Eileen Power's question that, if he haé not seen
. . . . - 5

the Prioress' forehead, "how otherwise did Chaucer kngu?"l

is pertinent. ‘e need not assume that his description can

suggest only the Pricress' impropriety, the wearing of high



fashion, as opposed to modest attire. It is time now to
notice what Chaucer does not say: Regarding the Prioress'
forehead, Chaucer does not say, "I know," only, "I trowe”";
the span of difference in meaning between the two phrases is
considerable. Chaucer does not know; therefore, the question
of the proper height of the veil may be a moot one.
Mevertheless, because this question has been so frequently
discussed in the past, it is necessary to take it up here.
Although she defends the remainder of the Prioress' habit,16
Sister Madeleva does not address the question of
appropriateness of her veil. However, the rhetorical
tradition of the medieval period provices a partial answer to
this question.

Rather than to assume that Chaucer indicates impropriety
in his description, we might just as easily find the mention
of the Pricress' fair forehead suggestive of the rhetorical
tradition of the medieval period, that of the description of
nuns as brides of Christ, the traditicn of courtly/spiritual
treatment of the Virgin, the descriptive tradition of Sopng of
Songs, and the tradition of cdescriptions of the Virtues
(especially Prudentia), who were often depicted as nuns in
manuscript illuminations. This placing of the portrait of
Macame Eglentyne within the rhetorical tradition of
courtlv/spiritual literature offers an explanation for

Chaucer's comnment about the Prioress' forehead, as well as
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for her stature that was "nat undergrowe," that goes beyond
that of a pilgrim-poet's open admiration for physical beauty,
whether imagined or seen, although there is nc reason why we
should not accept both explanations, for they confirm and
enrich each other.

Critics primarily favoring a rhetorical approach £find
the ambiguity of the Prioress' portrait fascinating perhaps
because they have focused on what they conceived tc be
Chaucer's portrayal of a beautiful woman, as opposec tc a
portrayal cf womanly beauty. Such an approach appears to
highlight her ambiguity. Since so much attention has been
given to this aspect of the portrait, we might well ask, what
part does Chaucer's costume rhetoric play in it? According
to Kiernan, Chaucer uses a rhetorical convention "which was
supposed to be used to describe a beautiful woman to describe
a nun,"17 ané this is a usage which creates discomfort
because it compels the reader to concentrate on the
attractive physicality of the woman, instead of the
spirituality of the nun, according to Kiernan. Significantly,
the attractive costume of the Prioress adds to this effect.
Here we have a confusion between cause and effect; the
confusion lies in Kiernan's assumption that Chaucer wished to
describe ™a beautiful woman.™ Instead, Geoffroi cde Vinsauf's

c¢irections for this convention are written for anyone who

wishes "to describe womanly beauty, Femipeum plepe si vis
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formare decorem,"” 1.567.18 Such a description would be made
in physical terms, it is true, but the emphasis is on
"beauty,"” not on "woman." This convention derives from
tradition, for example, the descriétion of the bride of
Christ in Song of SQngs,lg and was later applied to ladies in
courtly literature, as well as to descriptions of the Blessed
Virgin Mary. Chaucer coes not take a courtly literature
tradition and apply it to a prioress, as Kiernan's statement
above suggests. Nevertheless, Kiernan's statements on the
rhetorical tradition provided the stimulus for several
fruitful lines of investigation which have a bearing on an
understanding of the Prioress' portrait.

The convention of a nun portrayved as a beautiful bride
is important to our study of the Prioress' costume and
Chaucer's costume rhetoric for this convention has its own
rhetorical pattern, a pattern which Chaucer follows in his
portrait of the Prioress. This rhetorical tradition is
specifically relevant as it relates to the gquestion of the
propriety of her veil because we find in such rhetoric an
explanation for Chaucer's praise of Madame Eglentyne's fair
forehead. The rhetorical pattern of the nun as bride is
presented in literature in the following manner: the
presentation of spiritual beauty is described in metaphors of
physical beauty of body (feet, hands, stature), face, and

speech, as illustrated in Guibert of Tournai's
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thirteenth-century sermons, based largely on texts from the
ers 20
Song of Songs and the Book of Wisdom.

Gautier de Coincy's La Chasteé as Nonnains provices a
second example in this tradition. Here, God is the courtly
lover; the nun is his bride who must adorn her soul as the
courtly lady adorns her body in luxurious garments. These
modest nuns wear linen that is "well pleated and tied."2l The
description of their habits and the ideals they stand for
figure largely in Gautier's poem, in which the beauty of
these nun-brides is associated with flowers, their
spirituality is demonstrated in the giving up of luxurious
dress and the donning of black or white habits, and their
courtliness is directed to their true "friend," their spouse
Christ. The combination of these ideas reaches its peak in
the icdea that the beauty of their proper behavior symbolized
in their dress and their Christ-cdirected courtliness will
become the vesture of their souls. Then they will have not
the false joy of the world, but true joy.:

Voz indes fleurs, vous violetes,
Qui les grans plices d'erminetes,
Qui la soie, le vair, le gris

Avez laissiez por les dras bis,
Qui por les ames faire blanches
Vestez les fros as noires manches,
Sachiez que LDiex em paradis

De voz fera ses fleurs de lis.
Voz, blanches fleurs, vois de Cistiax.
Qui afublez ces blanz mantiax.

Qui les pligons et les chemises
Por bplans buriax avez jus mises,

Ja sont ou ciel apareillies
Blanches chemises deliies
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Et les robes a or batues
Dont vos ames seront vestues.
Por Dieu, por Dieu, blanches et noires,
Garcez ne prisiez pas .ij. pooires
De cest fax mont la fause joie,
Car toz les siens guile et faunoie.
S'en vo biauté, s'en vo jouvent
Tenez le veu et le couvent
Cue voz avez a Dieu pramis,
Com vrais espeuz, com vrais amis
De paradis voz doera. (1055-1083)

22
The iceal of spiritual cleanness is emphasized in this

kind of literature through the metaphors of physical beauty,
courtly terminolcgy, and clcthing used to describe the
nun-brides of the courtly lover-Christ. Jill lMann especially
notes the poet's statement that "their flesh is sweeter than
violet, rose or 'eglentiers,'"™ suggestive of the name Chaucer
gives to his Prioress. Finally, Mann states,

Both Guibert and Gautier see the nun not just

as the bride of Christ, but as his courtly

mistress. They attempt to turn aristocratic

fastidiocusness into spiritual scruple, and not

to discourage a girl from romigtic dreams, but

to attach them to a new hero.,
The idea of such "aristocratic fastidicusness," or cleanness
of soul, is expressed much earlier in lines taken from The
Revelations of Saint Birgitta: The opening section of her
Revelaticns begins with the summary, "Owr lcrcde Ihesu Cryst
tellyth seynte Birgitte why he chesyth hyr to be hys spovse,
and how as a spowse she awyth to aray hyr and be redy to
hym." 2And his instructions are encapsulateé in the

follewing: "To the spovse #er-for it longyth to be redye when

hyr spowse wyll make hys weddyng, that she be semely arayde



59

and clene.'24

Considering the portrait of Madame Eglentyne within the
dual tradition of courtly/spiritual literature offers an
explanation for why Chaucer mentions her fair forehead (a
point that is relevant to the discussion of her veil), and
the texts for Guibert's sermons, mentioned above, provide a-
seminal example. A description of the foreheaé figures in
the Song of Sopgs IV.3, a verse interpreted as Christ's
description of his bride, the church: "Thy lips are like a
thread of scarlet, and thy speech is comely: thy temples are
like a piece of a pomegranate within thy locks."™ And in VI.?7
the bride professes her faith in Christ and employs the same
language: "As a piece of a pomegranate are thy locks."™ We
may understand Chaucer's remark concerning Macdame Eglentyne's
fair forehead as part of this rhetorical tradition, a
recognition of her beauty, expressed in the current terms of
fashion, a beauty which he may or may not have seen.

An understanding of the rhetorical tradition that treats
nuns as the beautiful virgin brides of Christ is important to
a proper understanding of Chaucer's costume rhetoric, and of
the evaluvation of criticism which places Madame Eglentyne
within the Marian tradition, and in the tradition of the
manifestation of the Virtues. This rhetorical tracdition 1is
necessarily allied to that of descriptions of the Blessed

Virgin Mary who is portrayed throughout the medieval period
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in what G. G. Coulton terms "supersensual loveliness."25 One
example of such a portrayal, actually comprising a summary of
this tradition, may be found in a description of the Virgin
by a Franciscan, Oswald Pelbart (circa 1475), included in the
Golden Legend. He describes her as having perfection of body
of necessity since she conceived of the Holy Ghost and gave
birth to Christ. Since Christ was "beautiful above the sons
of men," according to the laws of nature which say that like
begets like, the Virgin must be of comparable perfection.
Pelbart follows Albert the Great in declaring that the Virgin
"had a due and proper stature, neither too great nor too
small, but according to the size of a tall woman.® This is,
he says, in accord with the Song of Songs which says (VII.6):
"How beautiful art thou, and how comely, my dearest, in
delights! Thy stature is like to a palm~-tree."™ Although
tall like the palm tree, the Virgin is neither too fat nor
too thin. Her coloring is the noblest, made up of red and
white, and he reasons that her hair and eyes must be dark,
making up a balance of fair and dark.26 The description
continues with an in-depth explication of her dress.

Part of the ambiguity in the portrait of the Prioress,
so noted by critics, is due to the fact that she, too, is
described in the conventional rhetoric of womanly beauty.
Chaucer's choice of her name, Madame Eglentyne, and his

remark about her stature being not undergrown (although she
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is not compared to a palm tree), are compatible with such
rhetoric. There appears to be some idea among critics that a
pious nun should not appear to be beautiful to the eyes of
the beholder, for example, the pilgrim-poet. Yet,
conventionally beautiful in looks and in their particular
costume is precisely how pious nuns are portrayed, as a
survey of medieval manuscript illuminations, discussed later
in this chapter, will reveal; in addition, in being portrayed
as beautiful women, nuns are in excellent company, in
literature and the visual arts--that of the Blessed Virgin

Mary and the personified virtues, Alan of Lille's

description of Prudentia in Apnticlaudiapus serves as another

example of this rhetorical tradition:

Her well-ordered brows, in proper balance
arranged, neither too light nor beclouded with
luxuriant growth, resemble twin crescents.

Her radiant eyes give forth starlight, her
forehead stands forth lily-like, her nose
gives balsam=-odour, her teeth rival ivory, her
mouth, the rose. Living c¢olcur glows upon her
face and no adventitious lustre makes its
disgraceful contribution to the image of a
beauty so great. Lilies wedded to roses have
chastened the face's brightened glow and a
rosy tint prevents a cloak of paleness from
overshadowing its fair. . . . No space, marked
off with set measurements, impedes the
movement of her body or checks it with
definite limits. Now going further away, she
strikes the heavens with her head . . .

Her robe was woven of fine thread; it
does not fake its colour ané by no trick does
it deceive our eyes . . . . A white garment,
woven from Egyptian papyrus, clothes her. She
does not impair its beauty and its beauty does
her no disservice. Raiment and beauty unite



in a charming marriagezﬁnd each pays its own
homage to the other.

This description of Prudence follows the convention of
using worldly terminology to describe the delight present in
spiritual qualities. When we compare this portrait with that
of the Prioress, we find many dissimilarities between then,
for example, Prudence's restrained demeanor and the Prioress’
cheer of court. Hcwever, like the Prioress, Prudence is
beautiful; she is not undergrown, ané her costume is "fetis":
"She does not impair its beauty and its beauty does her no
disservice."”

Thus we find the proper context for a consideraticn of
the Prioress' veil. Chaucer mentions her fair forehead28 as
part of his portrayal of external womanly beauty. The fact
that her external beauty is not reflected in her actions is
not important here. He employs so many features of the
rhetorical tradition described above we cannot doubt that ne
intends for us to read the physical cdescripticn of the
Prioress in the light of conventional descriptions of the nun
as bride of Christ, the Blessed Virgin Mary, and perscnified
virtues. Therefore it is more reasonable to assume that
iladame Eglentyne's veil is appropriate than to think she
wears a veil draped according to secular fashion. t is more
reasonable tc take Chaucer at his word, "I trowe," than to
think he Knew, as Power believes, because he had the

Pricress' bared forehead in clear view. However, as a survey
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of convent rules, and later, a survey of evidence from the
visual arts of the period will show, it is quite possible
that the pilgrim-Chaucer could have seen enough to formulate
a judgement about the s.ze of Prioress' foreheacd without the

Prioress being guilty of wearing an incecorous headdress.

The Prioress' Headdress andg Historical Evidence:

We turn now to a short survey of convent rules in order
to cdemonstrate that the requirements of a proper headdress
for a nun were of much greater variety than has been
recognized by literary critics, and that there are no
indications that the relationship of veil edge to eyebrow was
among the concerns of those who wrote these rules. 2ccording
to this survey, the Prioress' headdress as cescribecé by
Chaucer meets all of the requirements of convent rules, none
of which menticn specific details concerning veil height or
wimgle style. Instead, they are concerned with maintaining
economy in type of fabric used ané the prohibiting of all
unsuitable decoration. These are concerns which we £ind
echoed in convent visitations right up to the time of Alnwick
in the mid-fifteenth century as we shall see later.

e tegin this survey with the Benecdictine Rule, sinca it
is likely that Chaucer meant us to understand, from his

reference to Stratiorcd-at-Sowe, that liadame Eglentyne was a

<
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Benedictine. The Benedictine Rule includes no provision which
would indicate that the Prioress' veil is inappropriate. The
Rule of St. Benedict for monks, with some modifications, was
the basis of the habits for Benedictine nuns as well, and
although there is no specific mention in this Rule of
veiling, it does include several salient points, applicable
to veiling, concerning the quality of fabric to be used in
habits. The Rule of St. Benedict specifies that monastic
garb should be suitable to local climate. Habits should be
made from fabrics of different weights according to seasonal
needs and of goods from local producers or from the cheapest
available source. 2dditional provisicns are made for those
who are sent on a journey. They are to receive from the
warcrobe a pair of drawers, a cowl, ané a tunic "which are to
be a little better than those they ordinarily wear," all of
which are to be given back to the wardrobe upon return.29 The
Benedictine Rule describes the general outlines for a
religious habit that bespeaks humble dedication to God. Thus
we may understand that locally-produced inexpensive cloth was
used for nuns' veils and wimples, with a somewhat better
quality being used on the occasions when nuns were required
or allowed to travel away from their convents. This Rule
would eliminate the use of silk veils for fourteenth-century
Znglish nuns since that fabric woulcd be expensive to import,

not peing produced in England until the sixteenth century.
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The headdress of the nuns of the Benedictine Abbey at
Elstow will serve as a general model for that worn by
medieval nuns. It consisted of a white pleated barb or
draped wimple, covered by a head-veil (fig. 4).30 This
thirteenth-century headcovering may be seen in the portrait
of St. Claire, depicted in her nun's habit, in the late
fifteenth—-century manuscript of the Sforza Book of Eours,
British Museum Add. MS. 34294, Other illuminations showing
nuns in this habit appear on pp. 418, 420, and 510.

The Ancren Riwle provides a more precise prescription
for humble habits than that in the Benedictine Rule, although
it, also, does not specifically mention nuns' headdresses.
Nevertheless, from this description in the Ancren Riwle we
may understand that a headdress might be either black ané/or
white and should be plain and well-made, neither of which
stipulations is contrary to Chaucer's description of the

Prioress' headdress.

Because no man seeth you, nor do ye see any
man, ye may be well content with your clothes,
be they white, be they black; only see they be
plain and warm and well made--skins well
tawed; and have as many as you need . . . [but

not] any3fuch thing that is not proper for you
to have.

The Ancren Riwle is concerned with propriety, and is clear in
its emphasis on the common knowledge of suitability in the
last phrase of the passage quoted above, in which nuns are

enjoined from wearing any such thing "that is not proper for
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you to have." This rule alsc states, "If ye would dispense
with wimples, have warm capes, and over them black veils."32
Propriety is also a concern in the Additions Lo the
Rules of Syon. The rules include a description of the duties
of the Chambress who is in charce of the nuns' wardrobe and
the acquisition of both clothes and bedding, including the

following:

cowles . . . wymples, veyles, crounes, pynnes,

cappes . . « al suche other necessaryes after

the disposicion of the abbes, whiche in nowyse

schal be ouer curyous, but playne and homly,

witheoute weuynge of any straunge colours of

sylke, golde, or syluer, hauynge al thynge of

honeste and profg%e, and nothyng of vanvyte,

after the rewle.
Significant on this list of "proper”™ items are the pins
because items designated as gclé and silver "pins" are
forbidden elsewhere; although the exact nature of the Syon
pins is not specified, they are probably not decorative pins,
but are the necessary pins, usually called tiring pins, for
securing the headdress described in the Rule.

We find in this Rule a number of separate items that are
part of a nun's headdress; besides wimple and veil there are
listed cowls, crowns, and caps. And we note that these
additions to the rule specifically forkid certain items of
éress: colers of silk, gold and silver (a1l usecd in
decorating such items as the belts or girdles mentionedé in

vicitation records, but the gold and silver mentioned may

refer tc tiring pins made from these metals)--zan indication

44
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that luxurious decoration is one area in which some nuns have
transgressed in the past, a supposition which convent
visitation records bears out. Significantly, the
restricticns mentioned are that articles of dress should not
be "ouer curyous."™ It is interesting to note here that
"curious," when applied to the clothing of the religicus,
carries a negative connotation. The MED gives the following
cdefinition: "2. Of things: carefully, skillfully,
artistically, or elaborately designed or made; artistic,
exquisite, fine; costly, sumptuous."” Accordéing to the Rules
of Syon, nothing worn by a religious should be gver curious.
Therefore, we assume that such items might be carefully or
skillfully made, "well made” as the Apncrepn Riwvle specifies,
but once a garment becomes artistically or elaborately
designed, exquisite, costly or sumptuous, it might be
described as "over curious."” Embrcidery in silk, gold, ané
silver would certainly create this effect. It is a matter of
degree, a point which is relevant to the Monk's "ful curious
pyn," and to the Prioress' rosary and brocch. However, we
note that these post-1415 Additions evince no concern for
height of veil.

A more detailed description is given of the headcovering
ané headdress for Bridgettine nuns in the Rule of Syen
written for the monastery founded in 1415 by Henry V based on

e . . 4 .
the mocified orcder of st. August1ne:3 each nun was given a
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hood of grey cloth. The sleeves of the hood were not to be
longer than the middle finger. Normally the folds hung
around the hand, but were bounc to the arm by a clasp when
manual services were performed. The headdress consisted of a
"fillet® or band which surrounded forehead and chin, which
was fastened by means of pins at the back of the head. 2
black linen veil was provided to be worn over this fillet
arrangement, and this veil was to be fastened by three pins
placed at the forehead and at the ears. A white linen cap on
which five pieces of red cloth were sewn, "like five drops,
allusive to the five wounds of our Saviour," was the last
garment describec as standard issue for these nuns. t was
to be worn over the black linen veil.35

Garments for covering the head, then, in Syon House,
would consist of a grey cloth cowl, the grey cloth probably
indicating the locally produced fabric designated as russet
whether or not it was of grey, beige or rusty hue, and a
combination cf black linen overveil, white linen bané anc
wimrple, and white linen cap with the symbolic red cloth
decoratiocn attached. Grey cloth and linen, as the accepted
fabrics, denote humility as opposed to the vanity céenotec by
silk.

Again, no attention is given tec height of fillet over
eyebrcws or to the style of the wimple except for tae manner

in which it was to be secured. 2nd once again we find

A
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nothing to indicate that Chaucer's Prioress' headdress is in
any way inappropriate. Convent rules are concerned with
providing a headdress and a habit that symbolize the
Christian ideals, spiritual cleanness, espoused elsewhere in
their rules. That the rules take care to prohibit expensive
fabrics and decorations tells us the nature of the specific
problems confronted in these convents. These same concerns
are reflected in both the historical records of the period
and in its literature.

Historical records provide plenty of evidence that nuns,
prioress, and abbesses of the medieval period wore a variety
of headdresses, some of which were worn specifically against
their convent rules. The violations of rules usually
consisted of wearing hoods trimmed or lined with unlawful
types of fur, silken veils and wimples, and golé and silver
tiring pins in their veils, all of which they would have
acqguired as private property since the convent itself wouléd
not have provided them;. And we note here that Chaucer's
description of the Prioress' headdress includes none of these
clothing indiscretions.

An early example of inappropriate headdress is proviced
in an account of a group of nuns in the early eighth century
who curled their hair with curling irons andé exchanged the
wearing of the dark head veil for white or colored

neadcéresses that reached the ground and on which tows of
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ribbon were sewn, as described and forbidden by St.
Aldhelm.36 Both before and after this flagrant disregard for
convent rules bishops and archbishops struggled to maintain
suitability of convent cdress, a struggle which continued past
the years in which Chaucer was writing. A&rchbishop
Greenfieléd, 1314, issued a decretum to the nuns of the Priory
of Munkeeling forbidding them to make themselves remarkable

by wearing "anything unsuitable to religion."37

In another
example, Archbishop Melton visited the Pricry of Nunburnholme
in 1318 after which he directed the Prioress and nuns not to
wear garments "which ¢id not accord with religion."38

More specifically, the council of Oxford, 1222, forbade
nuns to wear silken wimples, silver or gc¢lé tiring-pins in
their veils; forbade garments made from burnet or other
unlawful cloth. They were instructed to make the dimensions
of their habits adequate but not superfluous,39 an
instruction which would nct have been necessary but for
excessive practices already in evidence. 1In 1237, monks,
canons and nuns were forbidden habits of any colcr cther than
black. Muns were forbidden dresses with trains and pleats
(but no mention is made of pleats in the headdress), or any
excessive length; they were forbidden, again, silver
tiring-pins in their veils.40 The lack of success of these

admonitions may be imagined when we see that William of

Wykeham finds it necessary to repeat the same rules in his
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1387 injunctions to Romsey and Wher.well.41

NMuns were forbidden to wear silken veils time and

4
again.‘2

Still, we note that during a visitation of the
Priory of the nuns of Rothwell in Lincoln, 1442, Sister
Margaret Staple, the prioress, statec that she herself wore a
silken veil.43 Disregarding the danger tc their souls, the
nuns were able to satisfy their desires for fashionable garb
through several means, all of which depart from the Rule of
St. Benedict which forbade ownership of private property or

44

receipt of private gifts of any sort: their annual

allowance of pocket money (peculium), pittances ané gifts of
money and goods, legacies, and wages from their own labor.45
However, it is by means of legacies that much of the improper
clothing was acquired. Clothing for the upper classes of
this period was made of expensive fabrics and frequently was
decorated with jewels, furs, and embroidery of silk, gold,
ané silver. Such clothing was listed in wills alcng with
personal jewelry and household goods, and, often enough, it
was bequeathed to a friend or relative in a convent. 1In
1404, even the Bishop of Durham, Walter Skirlaw, begqueathed
to his sister, the Pricress Joan of Swine, a number of
garments decorated and lined with fur, among them furred
hoode: "'Item a rcbe of murrey cloth of Yrres (2yp'n) ([sic]
containing a mantle and hood furred with budge (?purg’)

. . . - - . . 4
[sic], another hood furreé with ermine.'” 6
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Yie also note the record of visitation to the Priory of
Nun Monkton on 30 April 1397 made by Thomas Dalky, Archdeacon
of Richmond. During this visitation, objections were voiced
to the Archdeacon that Prioress Margaret Fayrfax wore various
kinés of furs, even grey, as well as silk veils. Records
reveal that this Prioress had been the beneficiary of a will
dated 7 June 1393, made by her brother John Fayrfax, rector
of Presccot. He left her an "armilansa®" of black c¢lcth,
furred with grey and "other valuables,"47 which she
apparently wore in the priory. Archdeacon Dalby's
injunctions against such improprieties were issued 8 July
1397: "None were to use silk clothes, especially not silken

n48

veils nor valuable furs. These injunctions included the

mention of pleated tunics (lagueatis) which were forbidden,
but no mention of pleating in regard tc headdresses.

The account of the personal wardrobe, assembled for her
veiling in the nineteenth year of Richaré II's reign (22 June
1395-21 June 1396), for Joan Samborne, an Austin nun of
Lacock, describes indivicdual garments to be made for her and
the amount of money to be spent on them. However, it also
includes: "Item paid to John Bartelot for veils and linen
cloth 1025,"49 the high cost of which indicates that this
iten may have been for the convent supply, not just for Joan.

However, official visitation reccrds provide additicnal

evidence that the prohibition of private property was
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frequently disregarded.

The typical worldly nun or Prioress owned private
property and wore it, as did Clemence Medforde, Prioress of
Ankerwyke, in 1441. Here in the 1440's we find the first
evidence that the height of a veil is a matter of propriety
or impropriety. According to her nuns' complaints written
fifty years after The Canterbury Tales,

The Prioress wears . . . Silken veils, and she

carries her veil too high above her forehead,

so that her forehead, being entirely

uncovered, can be seen of all. . . . Also she

wears abovesaer veil a cap of estate furred

with budge.
If this fifteenth-century Pricress, Clemence liedforcde, defies
her Rule concerning appropriate habit, she is but following
in the erring footsteps of a long line of worldly nuns.

However, it was Alnwick's often citec¢ injunction that
contains not only the omnipresent prohibition against silk
veils and silver pins (probably tiring pins since they are
mentioned in conjuncticn with veiling), but also the first
declaration that veils should come approximately to eyebrow

level:

None of yow, the prioresse ne none of the
couente, were no vayles of sylke ne no syluere
pynnes . . . ne cappes of astate abowe your
vayles . . . and that ye so atyre your heces
that ¥Qur vayles come downe nyghe to your
yene,

On the subject of veils, Alnwick was indeecd fighting a

losing battle, and it is one that is of particular interest



74

to a consideration of the Prioress' headdress and Chaucer's
costume rhetoric. 1In 1440, after a visit to Langley Priory,
Alnwick instructed the nuns as follows: "That henceforth they
wear not silken veils. That they keep their veils [down] to
their eye-brows. That they wear not their robes so long and
flowing."™ The last two instructions contain matter not
mentioned in the nuns' complaints as recorded in the
visitation record, and thus must have arisen from Alnwick's
own observations. In 1442, Alnwick visiteé the Priory of the
nuns of Catesby, and commented that "the nuns do not wear
their veils down to their [eyebrowsl, but do keep their
foreheads bare." However, in the 1442-243 visitation of the
Priory of Harrold, Dame Alice Decun complains to 2lnwick that
the nuns "all wear their veils spread up to the top of their
foreheads," yet Alnwick's injunctions to these nuns contain
no mention of veils. It is impossible not to woncer if
Alnwick was being worn down by the collective discbecdience of

the nuns and had given up the attempt to fight this losing

battle of the veil.>2

One last set of restrictions on nuns' costumes must be
considered before this survey of the historical background is
complete: the fourteenth-century sumptuary laws. These laws,
apparently never enforced, perhaps because unenforceable,
provide rules based on factors of birth and income £for the

wearing of clothing. Here the economic factor is the
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determining one and one which contributes to our
understanding of contemporary perceptions of the Prioress'
costume because it indicates the attitude of the Parliament
toward dress of the religious.

The Prioress, if she possessed the wherewithal to spend
1100 per year, according to the 1337 Sumptuary Law (agd
disregarding religious rules for the moment), might have worn
fur on her clothes, as did the King and his immediate
family. That some prioresses did so, on hoods and elsewhere,
ve already know. Others besides the royal family allowed to
wear fur were chugch prelates, earls, barons, knignts and
ladies, and people of Holy Church "'which may expend by year
an Cli [£100 per year]l of their benefices at the least, to

n33

the very value.' No one in England, Ireland, Wales, or

Scotland, except the king, queen, and their children, was
allowed to wear garments macde of cloth woven outside of those
countries,54 a rule which woulcd have eliminated the wearing
of silk. With an income of less than £100, Madame Eglentyne
would have been limited by the 1362 law (which apparently
ignored or superceded the earlier law) to garments of cloth
not exceeding 4 1/2 marks per whole cloth and coulé not

display gold, silver, precious stones, or fur.ss

Silk and

; . _ .56 .
furs other than lamb, coney, cat and fox were forbidden to
esquires and gentlemen (ané their families) below the rank of

Xnights "who did not possess land or rents to the valve of a
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hunéred pounds 3‘2313'57 {my italics]l. Thus, income per
year, rather than status attained by birth alone, appears to
be the criterion by which everyone, including people of Holy
Church, may assume apparel belonging to a given level of
society. And the texts of two later laws (one of which was
not passed) repeat these and similar ideas.

Although this 1362 law was repealed the next year
(1363-1364) , perhaps signifying the impossibility of
enforcement, it nevertheless clearly sets forth the attitudes
toward social status, income, and clothing that were
prevalent during Edward III's reign. Another attempt to
regulate clothing by legislation was made by the Parliament
of 1378-1379. Bere the proposed law provided that cloth of
silk might be worn by thase who can spend &40 per year.
Richaré II, who was well known for his taste in unparalleled
personal finery, was not interested in pursuing this legal
course; he rejected this petition ané it was not consicdered
in the next parliament.58 However, the prorosal of it
indicateg that such ideas were still current among members of
Parliament.

We have no records of court cases in which England's
stmptuary laws were defended; the laws were apparently
ineffective. Nevertheless, they represent attitudes towarc
propriety in c¢ress by which we may measure the Prioress’

costume. Chaucer might have describec her veil and wimple as
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being silken and thus indicated that she flouteé both convent
rules and secular attitudes against luxurious dress held for
the majority of the fourteenth century by members of
parliament. That he did not provide the Prioress with a
silken veil is a significant fact since we are mindful of de
Vinsauf's statement that the wise man observes what is said
through what is left unsaid. 1In this case, such an omission
supports the argument that Chaucer provides the Prioress with
a headdress that is correct.

Historical records of Chaucer's time, as we have seen,
pay no attention to the height of nuns' veils nor the
particular style of their wimple. 1In short, they reveal
concern for religious propriety as this criterion affects
what were obviously considered the larger issues of the
question of propriety: veils and wimples should be securely
fastened and not with gold and silver tiring pins; both veils
ané wimples should not be made of expensive fabrics such as
silk or burnet ("a wool-dyed cloth of superior quality,
orig. of dark brown colour," according tc the OED). The
objective in regulating headdresses in this particular
manner, and habits as a whole, was to demonstrate convent
values such as humility ané prudence, as opposec to pricde and
excessive attention to worlcély things or vanity. Similarly,
the literature of the Middle Ages pays little attention to

nuns' headcdresses other than to consider them as part of a
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symbolic habit.

The Prioress' Headdress and Literary Descriptions
of Muns: '

The medieval poem, "Why I Can't Be a Kun," preseﬁts the
idea that the nun's habit, including her headdress,
symbolized the virtues that were the spiritual goals of
monastic life. The icdea expressed here is that the habit
stands as a sign of a nun's professed spiritual vows, and
that her spiritual state should be consistent with the

holiness of her habit:

Yowre barbe, your wympple and your vayle,
Yowre mantelle and yowre devowte clothyng,
Maketh men wyth-—-cwten fayle

To wene 3e be holy in levyng.

And so hyt ys an holy thyng

To bene in habyte reguler;

Than, as by owtewarce array in semyng,

Beth so wyth-in, my ladyes dere. (11. 350-357)

59
This inward-outward consistency as a way of life is further
illustrated in Giovanni Bocaccio's comment that the veil,
wornn by abbess and nuns in his fictional convent in Lombardy,
was calleé¢ by the nuns "the psalter."60

In general medieval literature pays little specific
attention to nuns' headdresses, although thev may be
menticned in passing, such as the brief references in "priere

d'amour &'une nonnain a un jeune adolescent” to "tourel,

voille on guymple,"61 anéd in "The Court of Love"™ to "the
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nonnes with vaile and wymple plight."62

Gautier De Coincy
describes nuns wearing linen "well pleated and tied":
Mout sont sobres, blanches et netes
Et plus assez que vicletes
Defuient tai, fumier et fanc.

Mout sont lgr chainze bgl et blanc
Et bien ride et bien lig3

L1

So€f flairant et delie. _
Here, La Chasteé as Nonpains describes the manner in which
nuns' headdresses are properly secured, a description
consistent with evidence provided from the visual arts of the
period which we will discuss later. We find in Gautier's
description the suggestion that Chaucer's line, "Ful semyly
hir wympul pynched was," is a depiction of a wimple properly
gathered or pleated at the ends for pinning or tieing in
place.

Conversely, when a nun in medieval literature fails to
live up to her vows, the medieval poet frequently indicates
this by reference to her inappropriate habit, a subject to be
¢iscussed in detail in the next chapter; in only one instance
is a detailed reference made to a nun who wears an improper
headdress. In the Boccacic story mentioned above, the
Lombardic nuns refer to their veil as "the psalter,® but
their actions belie their verbal reverence. Both a wayward
nun and the abbess of this convent break their vows of
chastity. This brcken vow is symbolized when the abbess
hastily places on her head not her "psalter," but the

breeches of the priest who is her lover. Here the literary



80

character's outward appearance reveals her inward state. The
wayward nun who has been caught in bed with her own lover is
able to escape punishment when she calls attention to her
abbess' telltale "coif" where "the points . . . hung down on

this side and that."%%

Nevertheless, for the majority of this
story, both unchaste nun and abbess wear "false vestments,”
that is, habits which symbolize cleanness, a cleanness that
is not reflected in their actions and, consequently, their
souls.

An improper headdress wished for is described in
"Plangit nonna fletibus," an eleventh-century song. There a
nun longs for a bridal veil, ribbon or coronet to wear, as
well as jewelry anc rich furs.65 Clearly, she finds the
wearing of a nun's headdress unsatisfactory. However, we
cannot agree with Jill Mann that the Prioress "resembles”
this description of a worldly nun.66

We come now to an analysis of Chaucer's costume rhetoric
concerning the subject of Madame Eglentyne's wimple: "Ful
semyly hir wympul pynched was®™ (151). The OED defines
"seemly” as "of a pleasing or goodly appearance, fair,
well-formed, handsome, 'proper,'"™ and states that it was "in
early use chiefly applied to a person of high rank or
lineage," an application that would be consistent with its

use in reference to a Prioress.67 Thus, Chaucer tells us that

the wimple, as his Prioress wears it, is both pleasing and
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proper. Because Chaucer's assurance of seemliness has not
been deemed adequate in the past, however, we must deal with
the erroneous idea that the Prioress' wimple is "pynched" in
an unseenly manner, that is, that this wimple "should have
been plain, not fluted.“68

We shall first éeal with the most perjorative term in
the quotation above. The word "flute" or "fluted," referring
to clothing, does not appear in the MED as a Middle English
word. It appears only as part of a definition, and then it
is applied to the preparation of pastry crust, as in
"pinching or fluting," a description that twentieth-century
reéders, but not medieval women, would understand. However,
what we would describe as fluted or frilled veils were indeed
a fashicnable item. Such a veil, in the medieval period, was
designated in the following ways: "goffered" veils, or

w69

"nebula headdress. Examples of fluted, or frilled,

headcoverings may be seen on monumental brasses at Wood
Ditton Church, Cambridge, Spilsby Church, Lincolnshire, and
East Harling Church, Norfolk,70 as well as on the early
fourteenth-century statue of St. Anne (Vienna,
Staatsmuseum),71 and worn by the donatrix in her picture of
the Crucifixion page of a circa 1350 Missal possibly
belonging to Louis ce r-’sale.72 A goffered headdress may aleso
pe seen in the DRe Bobup Psalter, Bodleian Library liS. Auct.

D. 4.4 (circa 1370), in a miniature in the initiail D on the
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left-hand side of fol. 223v. We are fortunate to have an
example in a manuscript illuminaticn, dated 1421, of a
Benedictine nun's slightly frilled (in the twentieth-century
understanding of that term) wimple; the artist shows only a
tiny ripple effect along the lower and side edges of this
garment (fig. 8).?3 However, it is important to note that the
illumination of this frilled wimple also shows the fabric
falling in folds that form lines of drapery. In other words,
it is also "pynched" in the sense that it has been gathered
at the upper corners and secured by pins (in a manner which
we cannot see) and, therefore, the fabric falls in folds.

In any case, "fluted" is not the same as "pynched." If
"flute"” and "fluted"™ are not entries in the MED, the verd
"pinchen® is, and is defined as follows: "of clcthing or a
winple: pleated, gathered, having folds or tucks." The
examples given for this definition include Chaucer's
description of the Prioress, as well as the following
quotaticn from "How a Louer Prayseth Hys Lady," from HNS.
Bodl. Fairfax 16, fol. 306 a (circa 1450): "The forhede playn
ané wommanysshe To discryue my hert slepyth for faut of
englysshe..No thyng pynchyd lyke a nonnys wymple, Ne forowyd
drye lyke a nabbesse gymple®” (1. 326). In this example, the
speaker is describing the absence of wrinkles in a forehead
ané uses the pinched wimple and furrowed "gymple” as similes

for a wrinkled surface. Such a simiie¢ appeals to common
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knowledge, the kind of common knowledge evident in numerous
manuscript illuminations as will be discussed later in this
chapter.

Thus, the MED bears out Sister Madeleva's contention
that the Prioress' pinched wimple was a normal part of her
habit, and not illustrative of vanity.74 In addition, since
the MED also defines pinching as being gathered or having
folds, it tends to make this entire debate groundless, for
one has only to look at the numerous manuscript illuminations
of wimples75 to see that when the illuminator is capable of
portraying wrinkles, folds or gathers in a winple, he does
so. These are realistic touches, for it is impossible to
drape fabric around the contours of the face and across the
neck without creating folds cor wrinkles. Formal pleating, in
the twentieth-century sense, would be the most orderly
treatment of such a garment, and folds or wrinkles the most
natural. Usually, what we see in manuscript iluminations is
what we will designate as draping (cloth hanging in locse
folds), the larger folds produced in wimple fabric by contour
of body and movement; however there were several other styles
of wimples, all of which were considered to be not only

proper, but even the epitome of prudence, as we shall see in

the ensuing explication of evidence from the visual arts.

The Prioress' Headdress and the lMedieval Visual Arcis:
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If we picture the Prioress' headdress against a
background knowledge of the wide variety of headdresses
presented in the visual arts of the Middle Ages, we may see
clearly that Chaucer's description of her was in no way
intended to be perjorative. As convent rules and historical
records reveal, medieval nuns wore a variety of appropriate
headdresses, and this is a circumstance which medieval
literature in general reflects, with scant commentary upon.
Ignoring the inappropriatly fur-trimmed ané silken
headéresses, we see, in medieval visual arts, that even the
appropriate headdresses vere vworn in a number of different
styles and combinations. With this in mind, we return here
to two questions: at the time of Chaucer's writing of the
General Prologue, what was a proper height for a nun's veil,
and how plain (to borrow a word from Coulton) should a proper
wimple be? Answers to both questions may be found in a
survey of nuns' headdresses found in the visual arts of the
period, beginning with manuscript illuminations.

From a survey of medieval illuminations depicting nuns
we can ascertain, first, how they are depicted and answer the
guestion, is there a typical nun of manuscript illumination
tradition? Ancé second, we can determine what kinds of
variations are present in this tradition. A survey of

manuscript illuminations in serious dicdactic works answers
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these questions. It reveals that the typical nun of visual
art is depicted as being icdeally beautiful in facial features
ané figure, acceording to the medieval aesthetic described by
Geoffroi de Vinsauf. The most interesting data found in this
survey of illuminations is the great variety in headdresses
that is revealed and it is a variety that includes several
styles in wimples including those that are draped, tucked,
pleated, and frilled, as well as veils worn at a variety of
heights above the eyebrows, most of which are far enough
above the eyebrows for an observer to be able to judge the
size of forehead beneath. Thus, we may say that the typical
nun of manuscript illumination possesses.ideal loveliness and
this loveliness is framed in veil and wimple made and worn in
a number of different styles. Both of these answers are
relevant to a discussion of the manner in which Chaucer
portrays the Prioress, because here we find the visual
evidence that supplies an explanation for the question of
propriety in Madame Eglentyne's veil and wimple.

Before presenting the evidence from manuscript
illuminations, however, it is necessary to discuss the
pitfalls inherent in using such a source. ¥We shall never
know what kinds of instructions were given to the
illuminators of most medieval manuscripts. It is, however,
commenly known that there were from time to time

discrepancies between the written text ancé the illumination
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depicting it. Therefore, we could not cite the Ellesmere
manuscript illuminations as visual proof of what Chaucer's
pilgrims looked like and wore even if the date of this
manuscript was 1387 instead of 1410-1430. What we can be
certain of when examining manuscript illuminations that are
neither caricatures nor grotesques is that the artist drew on
both artistic tradition and personal experience in his work
and, on occasion, both would be subject to his ability to
depict what he knew and had seen. %We must assume, for
example, that the depiction of a halo, behind the figure of a
nun-saint, or the érown on the head of such a figure known to
be of royal blood, stems from artistic tradition, while the
arrangement and style of her headdress may derive either from
artistic tradition in which a "standard®" or "ideal" nun is
portrayed or from experience, generalized or particular.

In a small sample of illuminations, we may see the range
of variation in the number of headdress garments worn by
Benedictine nuns. The first example derives from
thirteenth-century illuminations of Benedictine nuns which
have been cut out and pasted in a French Book of Hours (circa
1430-1450), B.M. Additional MS. 28,784B. The Benedictine nun
on fol. 7 wears a black habit, black overveil, and white
wimple and underveil. On fol. 10, however, the sarme costume
is reproduced, but without the wimple (fig. 6). Another

Benedictine nun may be seen in Breviarium Romapum (uncated),



87

B.M. Harley MS. 2975, fol. 73v. Here, a nun kneels by the
crucified Christ. She wears a black habit, black overveil,
and a white wimple showing draping. She wears no underveil;
her forehead is completely uncovered and delicate shading in
a flesh tone shows that her brow is wrinkled. A final
example is that of the nun shown in the EBEnglish Bodleian
Library MS. Auct. D.4.4, De Bobun Psalter (circa 1370),

fol. 219v. She wears no veil or wimple; her forehead is
bare, although a hood attached to her black cloak covers her
head. The complete headress for these nuns consists of white
wimple and underveil, covered by black overveil. The wimple
is c;nsistently depicted as falling in draped horizontal
folds, and the veils are portrayed falling in linear folds
that indicate the softness of the fabric, and general shape
of the head beneath.

The nuns in Breviarium Romapum and De Bobup Psalter are
not the only one to be painted with bare foreheaéd. The nuns
in the thirteenth-century French Bodleian MS. Bodley 270b,
fol. 12 ¢ 2, have bare foreheads. 1In addition, they wear no
wimples; wimples 2id not become fashionable until the latter
half of the thirteenth centu:y76 and this illumination may
depict either the nuns' headdress in pre-wimple state or
their resistance to a new style. This illumination depicts
the strife of the good (represented by monks and nuns) and

the bad (men shown wearing Jewish hats). Other nuns with
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bare foreheads may be seen in an illumination of a later
date. A fourteenth-~century manuscript (circa 1330-1350) of
Jacobus'77 Ompe Bonum, B.M. Royal MS. 6Evi, includes an
illumination of a Benedictine abbess instructing her nuns,
fol. 27 (fig. 5). The abbess wears a white wimple which is
draped; her veil is black and she wears no white underveil.
The forehead of this abbess is completely uncovered as is
that of each of the seven nuns being instructed.

An additional detail revealed in manuscript
illuminations is the position of a nun's veil relative to the
eyebrows. Another early fourteenth-century manuscript, a
Psalter in Latin, B.M. Royal MS. 2Bvii, provides an
illumination of a Benedictine abbess blessing a nun,
fol. 219. This is a line drawing with grey shading, but it
is clear that both wimples are draped, and the veils of both
nuns are raised, translating the difference in scale from
illumination size to lifesize, an estimated one to two inches
above the eyebrows.78 Veils worn this high above the eyebrows
are also shown in a northern French Bodleian Library MS.
Douce 118, a Psalter from the second half of the thirteenth
century, fols. 25v, 85, and 136v, and in the 1454 French
work, Bodleian MS. Laud. Misc. 570, fol. 16. The veil is
worn by the figure of a nun representing Continence in a

scene with other wvirtues.

B.M. Harley MS. 2962, Horae beatae Virgipis cum
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calendsrio, oratiopibus ad sanctos & aliis (undated),
provides an illumination of another Benedictine nun with a
slightly raised veil, a picture of Gertrude portrayed as a
saint, fol. 41 (fig. 2). She wears a black overveil that
either has a white edge, or else the artist meant to portray
a white underveil. She also wears a white draped wimple.
There is a space of forehead visible between eyebrows and the
edge of her veil. Allowing again for the difference in
scale, approximately one inch of her forehead shows, enough
for an observer to estimate the breadth of her forehead.
Another noteworthy detail, since we are interested in
Chaucer's Prioress, consists of the manner in which the
illuminator has chosen to portray the saint's overcoming of
vice. Several portraits of saints in this manuscript show
them standing over various small monsters. St. Gertrude's
portrait shows her standing by four tiny mice, one of which
is at her hemline, and one is scampering up her crozier.79
Another Benedictine abbess, St. Ethelburger, is pictured
with raised veil in Horae Beatae Virginis, B.M. Harley MS.
2900 (late 1420's), fol. 68v (fig. 7). Clearly, the
illuminator is combining traditions here--the accuracy of his
portrayal of a Benedictine abbess is combined with the
symbolic tradition in which saints are portrayed in crown and
royal robes.80 She is shown with a gold halo and crown over a

black veil, under which approximately two inches of forehead
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shows. Her white wimple shows draping.

The picture of a complete Benedictine headdress (i. e.
one including all of the usual garments) with veil reaching
down to the eyebrows may be seen, finally, in a very late
manuscript: the early sixteenth-century Horae Blessed larie
Yirgipnes, Sec. Usum Sarum, B.M. Kings MS. 9, fol. 64v. This
is a picture of Saint Etheléreda as abbess carrying crozier
and book. She wears a white tunic, black cloak and overveil,
and white underveil and draped wimple. Her veil comes down
to her eyebrows. In this manuscript executed in Flanders,
St. Etheldreda is the epitome of delicate decorum.

As we have seen, there is considerable variation in the
way in which the veiling of Benedictine nuns is portrayed in
manuscript illuminations. The variety described above is
both confirmed and shown to be even greater, when we include
illuminations of nuns of other orders. For examgle, the
Borae Sanctae Crucics of the latter part of the fifteenth
century, B.M. Additional MS. 28,784A, includes pasted-in
thirteenth~century illuminations that show fol. 59 a
Carmelite nun whose veil is approximately two inches higher
than her eyebrows. A variation on the raised veil is
provided by the English Bodleian Likrary MS. Laud Lat. 114,
fol. 148. This is a Psalter, from the Augustinian nunnery of
Acornebury, which was originally intended for the nunnery of

St. Mary and St. Bernard (Lacock? Wilts.).81 Fol. 148 dates
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from the third quarter of the thirteenth century and contains
an illumination of a nun wearing a black overveil, white
draped wimple, and white band of fabric across her forehead,
the lower edge of which is one and a half to two inches above
her eyebrows.

The same amount of forehead is showing in the
fifteenth-century illumination of St. Birgitta contained in
The beavenly revelatiops upto blessed Bride, princess of
Nerice ip the realm of Swecie, B.M. Cotton MS. Claud. B.i.
Fol. 117 portrays St. Birgitta in black habit, and white
draped wimple and veil. Her gold halo attests to her
saintliness. Another picture of her appears on fol. 34. The
contour of her forehead shows plainly in the draping of her
veil around her lovely delicate face.82

Even the model abbess Heloise wears a slightly raised
veil, as depicted by the illuminator of Poestes De Charles,
Duc D'Orleaps (circa 1500), which includes "Epitres de
L'Abbesse Heloys du Paraclit,"” B.M. Royal MS. 1l6Fii, a
manuscript probably executed in England in Flemish style.
Fol. 137 shows Helcise wearing a white tunic ané draped
winple, with black overveil which seems to be boréered in
white although the artist may be attempting to show an
underveil, and black cloak. Her veil is raised approximately
an inch over her eyetrows and the modeling of its fabric

reveals some forehead contours.
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An interesting variation in wimples may be seen in Liber
Animarum capituli mopasterii Sancti OQuiripi Mussiepsis
(1421), B.M. Additional MS. 15,456, Fol. 2 (fig. 8) reveals
four Beredictine nuns praying. They wear black habits, black
overveils, and very interesting white unde;veils and wimples,
which have a tiny ripple around the face and bottom edges,
such as the slightest goffering produces.83

Yet another style of wimple may be found in
illuminations of the fifteenth century. A saintly nun in the
Sforza Book of Hours, B.M. Additional F¥S. 34294, p. 420 (late
fifteenth century), wears a black veil, and a white wimple
that is moulded tightly to her neck in tiny folds or tucks
(fig. 4). The other nuns with her wear the same headdress
with moulded wimple. The saintly nun is shown a second time
wearing the same style of wimple (p. 510). The moulding of
this style of winple is achieved by means of many tiny tucks
or folés which allow the wimple to adhere to the contours of
the neck.

From this sample of manuscript illuminations we may get
some idea of the lack of standardization in nuns'
headresses. They sometimes lack underveil, sometimes
overveil, sometimes wimple. Where loose wimples are shown,
they are invariably shown falling into draped contours; that
is, they are "pynched." Veils, too, drape and sometimes

reveal the contours of the wearer's head, and this happens
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more frequently as the fifteenth century is approached. A
veil worn down to the eyebrows is not to be found earlier
than in late fifteenth- or early sixteenth-century English
and French manuscripts of the British Museum Library and
Bodleian Library.84 Commonly, nuns' veils in these medieval
illuminations are worn at a height of one to two inches above
the eyebrows--high enough for an observer to be able to judge
the breadth of forehead beneath.85 Ané we add to this
generalization concerning height of veiling the idea that
there was also variation in wimple styles, beginning early in
the fifteenth century, as witness the fifteenth-century jewel
of this sampling which gave us the wimple with the slightly
rippled edge. Saints, abbesses instructing nuns, and
ordinary nuns, all wear these styles in illuminations in
serious didactic works. The artists were either portraying
the appearance of a "traditional” or "ideal" nun, in which
case we must assume that such headdresses were considered to
be appropriate frames for this beauty, or the illuminators
were portraying nuns' headdresses as they had seen them in
actuality, and presenting them as being acceptable. Ve can
only suppose these styles must have been acceptable until
after Chaucer's time, since we know from visitation records
that the objections to slightly raised veils did not manifest
themselves until the middle of the fifteenth century.

This sample of manuscript illuminaticns has been chosen
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from religious and didactic works, rather than from satirijcal
works. And yet, it is in a satire that we find a manuscript
illumination which portrays another nun with her veil worn
down to her eyebrows. The circa 1490 copy of Le Romap de la
Rose, B.M. Harley MS. 4425, contains an illumination of
Strayned Abstinence, leman of Faus Semblant, fol. 108

(fig. 1).86 Strayned Abstinence is dressed as a nun wearing
draped white wimple and veil, and a “lack cloak. No tunic
shows. She carries walking staff, book and red (coral?)
rosary beads. Outwardly, all is correct; inwardly, all is
false, as we know from her name and actions. 2and this is as
it should be, for it is an apt portrayal of the beloved of
Faus Semblant: a perfect exterior covering a false interior.
The artist does not paint her in wide habkit (showing the
excessive use of fabric), or bared forehead; her veil covers
her eyebrows. The semblance must be perfect in order for it
to be a "false vestment" giving the semblance of holiness to
the false person wearing it, the suitable object of Faus
Semblant's love.87 Apparently, by the time this illumination
was painted, in 1490, the idea of the eyebrows as marking the
appropriate level for a nun's veil had finally taken root,
making it desirable for the illuminator to present Strayned
Abstinence, wearing "false vestments,"” in suitably decorous
headdress. However, another copy of Le Roman de la Rose

(circa 1400), a French Bodleian Library MS. Douce 371,
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depicts Hypocrisy (Papelardie) on fol. 4, wearing nun's garb
including a white draped wimple and a black overveil which

completely covers her forehead down to the eyebrows.88

(An
earlier French manuscript of this same work, dated early
fifteenth century, shows Contrainte-Abstinence wearing a
black veil or hood over white forehead band that is
positionéd approximately two inches above her eyebrows. This
illumination is on fol. 77 of Bodleian Library MS. Douce
188.) In contrast to the satirical illumination in the 1490
Le Roman de la Rose manuscript, which may be making a special
point of the lowered veil, are the nuns in illuminations of
both satiric and didactic manuscripts described above, in
which the full variety of the illuminator's observations from
life might be portrayed, and apparently accepted by patrons
and/or church.

An idea argued earlier in this chapter that Chaucer's
description of the Prioress is consistent with ce Vinsauf's
rhetorical tradition and the medieval concept of ideal beauty
is further supported by one other generalization derived from
this sampling of illuminated manuscripts: nuns are
consistently painted as possessing ideal beauty; the face
(and figure) of every nun depicted is as lovely as the
artist's talent allows. Their features are delicate; their
mouths small. It is clearly traditional to depict nuns as

possessing such ideal beauty, even when the observance of
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universal beauty among the orders cannot possibly have been
within the illuminators' experience. The extent to which
this ideal beauty of nuns is portrayed may be seen in Le
Sacre, Couronpement Et Entree de Claude, Royne de Frapce
(1517), B.M. Cotton MS. Titus A.xvii, fol. 33 (fig. %) . Here
four Dominican nuns, representing the four cardinal virtues,
are painted in the lower register. They wear black tunics,
white mantles, white wimples, and either a white undcerveil,
or else a black overveil with a white border positioned
approximately one and a half to two inches above their
eyebrows. The black overveil has a tab extending over the
top and ending at the front edge. The nuns' faces are
conventionally pretty, and this prettiness is enhanced by the
contrast provided in the depiction of seven women painted
above the nuns. These seven women are figures of women of
the court arranged three on either sice of Claude de France's
daughter who is in the center. These seven figures all wear
elaborate secular costumes. Although their costumes are
delightful, the artist has carefully given these secular
figures markedly less refined features; this ic particularly
true of the six ladies of the court. The feature which is
most pointedly different is the nose, which appears to jut
rather than to flow naturally from the contours of the face
of each secular lady.

In further answer to the questions, concerning height of
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veil and plainness of wimple, posed at the beginning of this
chapter, we can say that the typical nun of manuscript
illumination illustrates the medieval concept of iceal
feminine beauty. As a frame for her delicate facial
features, the typical nun in manuscript illumination usually
wears a draped white wimple, although there are exceptions as
mentioned above. Such a draped wimple, as plain as may be
found in medieval visual arts, woulé have been aptly
described by the adjective "pynched," in fourteenth-century
fashion terminology. In addition, over her head, the typical
nun wears one or two veils which usually, but not alwavs,
cover her forehead down to within one to two inches of her
eyebrows. Such a collective portrait is consistent with
Chaucer's decription of the Prioress, and we may conclude
that, if he was not consciously emulating this manuscript
tradition, neither was he vioclating it.

Chaucer's knowledge of the Prioress' fair forehead might
well have stemmed from casual observation of a proper veil,
rinned properly in place. The visual arts tradition as
represented in illuminated medieval manuscripts provides
ample evidence that nuns' veils were scarcely ever worn down
to their eyebrows. Although we cannot guarantee that
illuminators faithfully represented what the writer of the
text intendeé with his words, nevertheless, we can expect

that a survey of depictions of nuns in these works would
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produce a reliable record of the typical nun of artistic
tradition and include in matters of detail aspects derived
from the artists' experience. Assuming illuminators painted
what they haé seen, sometimes even when it was at variance
with the text they illuminated, it is safe to say that nuns
wearing veils at one to two inches above their eyebrows were
an ordinary sight. A veil worn in this manner affords an
observer ample view of the breadth of a forehead; the drape
of soft fabric could easily reveal the height. Thus, it
would not have been necessary that the Prioress wear a veil
raised exceptionally high for Chaucer the pilgrim to comment
as he does on her fair forehead:

The illuminated manuscript tradition then, offers one
possible explanation for Chaucer's comments concerning the
Pricress' forehead and by implicatiocn her veil. The
pilgrim-poet could judge the dimensions of her forehead from
the part which would normally be visible. However, a brief
glance at B.M. Harley MS. 4425 (fig. 1) and B.M. MS. Harley
621, in part, provides another explanation. Here, although
the foreheads are not completely uncovered, the shape and
heighth of the forehead is discernible, because the fabric
used for the veil is soft enough to adhere to the contours of
the heaé. Such modeling of fabric also appears in a Robert
Campin portrait, circa 1430, and in a Rogier van der Weycen

portrait, possibly of his wife, of the same time, in which
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the veil worn by the subject is slightly transparent,89 but
the transparent style only serves to emphasize the modeling,
a phenomenon which is apparent in earlier pictures.

An additional answer to the guestion of the disposition
of the Prioress' veil and how Chaucer knew the width of her
forehead is suggested in the pursuit of Ernest_Gallo's
argument that Byzantine art is perhaps the source of Geoffroi
de Vinsauf's dictum that the outline of the head shoulé be
traced by Nature's compass. If the Byzantine canon was the
standar@ adopted by medieval painters, and Gallo cites Erwin
Panofsky's.mganing in the Visual Arts as proof that it was,
then it might well be the standard which Geoffroi de Vinsauf

is following. So goes Gallo's argument.90

The Byzantine
standard adopted by medieval painters and rhetoricians coulc
be a standard Chaucer followed as well. One has only to
examine several plates of Byzantine madonnas to see how
Chaucer could know how broad the Prioress' forehead was; the
shapes, height and breacdth of the madonnas' foreheads are
clearly visible beneath the fabric of their veils.91

Depictions of personified virtues portrayed as nuns in
the visual arts of the Middle Ages provide additional support
for the idea that there is no implication of improper veiling
in Chaucer's cdescription of the Prioress' forehead. Also

they provide additional support for many of the points

alreacdy discussed in this chapter. Figures of the virtues,
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as well as early manuscript depictions of nuns, support the
contention that the rule that a nun's veil should be worn
down to her eyebrows was a relatively late phenomenon in the
medieval period. The one statement clearly stating this rule
is Alnwick's, dated 1440, as described earlier in this
chapter; prior to this time, visitation records of the
fourteenth century evince continual reminders only that veils
and wimples of silk were forbidden to nuns. The evidence
from the visual arts, however, suggests that completely bare
foreheads were acceptable for nuns until the middle of the
thirteenth century, possibly later, after which women's
foreheads were covered according to the fashion in
headcoverings for both nuns and secular women. This fashioch
of wimple swathing the neck and veil covering some of the
forehead began to decline in vogue around the middle of the
fourteenth century,92 having lasted approximately a century
although it was retained by nuns, widows, and older women,
who dicé not adopt the new secular styles which revealed the
entire forehead and neck. Clearly, fashion changes occurred
and were adopted at a very slow rate during the Middle Ages.
Not until approximately fifty years after the time in which
Chaucer wrote the portrait of the Prioress do we find a
record of the fact that it was necessary to enjoin nuns to
keep their foreheads covered. Bowever, Chaucer, who must

have seen many Virtues figures in the visual arts of his and
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previous centuries and who was familiar with the rhetorical
tradition of portraying spiritual beauty in terms of feminine
beauty, a tradition which always inclucded mention of the
forehead, may have felt obligated to mention the Prioress'
forehead, whether or not he intended his audience to
understand that her entire forehead was visible, and to
indicate that it conformed to the standards of such
conventional beauty. Similarly, that he does mention it in
such a way is further proof that he was drawing on the
virtues tradition as manifested in both literature and the
visual arts. That he follows this tradition argues against
the idea that he is portraying the visual aspect of the
portrait, the Prioress' physical appearance, as being somehow
incorrect in the manner of veil or wimple.

A survey of the nuns' costumes depicted in twelfth- and
thirteenth-century virtues figures sheds additional light on
the guestion of Chaucer's Prioress' veil. Again, a wide
variety of nuns' headdresses may be found in these
representations. For example, the nun on the ladder of
virtues in Herrade de Landsberg's Hortus Deliciarum wears a
white band across the upper part of her forehead and a short
blue veil covers her head. She wears no covering wimple on
her neck.93 Her headdress is consistent with the general
style of her period. The nun-virtue sculptures, however,

generally wear only a headcovering, and frequently it is part
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of an all-encompassing cloak or mantle. Foreheads and necks
are bare. Indeed, were it not for the obvious contrast with
thé secular costumes of the accompanying vice figures, we
should miss the fact of their being dressed as nuns
altogether. For example, at Amiens Cathedral, the quatrefoil
containing the figure of Prudence shows her short veil
wrapped around her head with the ené thrown over her shoulder
(fig. 10) ., Chastity, identified by the sign of Virgo, the
sheaf of wheat she holds in one hand, has a similar
headdress. Both have bare foreheads. These plain
headdresses are highlighted by the contrast provided by the
secular headdresses shown in the corresponding vice portraits
which frequently accompanj depictions of the wvirtues. Lust
(fig. 11), the vice opposed to Chastity (fig. 12), is
depicted by two figures in secular clothing: a man kissing a
woman who wears a headdress of the kind fashionable at the
end of the thirteenth and beginning of the fourteenth
century,94 a style that is fashioned from a linen band
wrapped around the crown of the head (which gives the
appearance of what twentieth-century fashion editors describe
as a pillbox) and that has another linen band (a barbe)
attached at each side covering each ear ané going uncer the
chin. Violence, a woman shown striking a servant, also wears
this secular headdress, as do some of the vice figures

cepicted in the sculpture at Strasbourg Cathecdral (fig. 13).
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Other female figures, such as Avarice at Amiens, Luxury at
Chartres, and others are bare headed. Both secular headress,
distinctive in form, and uncovered head clearly contrast with
the modest head covering worn by all the virtue figures
depicted in nun's dress.

We also understand, from a survey of virtues figures
portrayed as nuns, that the wearing of a wimple signifies
that modesty becoming to a nun and to the virtue of
prudence. It was a conservative garment in any of its
various styles: draped, slightly ruffled, tucked or pleated,
and was even more conservative after it was no longer
fashionable toward the end of the fourteenth century. It is
necessary to recall here that while convent visitation
records repeatedly decried silk wimples and veils, gold and
silver tiring pins, nowhere do they specify the style of
wimple to be worn. Further, we note that in B.M. Additiocnal
MS. 28,162, fols. 4-10, Prudence is the only cone of the
personified virtues to wear a wimple as well as crown and
veil (fig. 3). The significance of deviation is underscored
when we note that all of the virtues in these illuminations
wear fur-lined cloaks except Sobriety. Again in B.F. Cotton
MS. Titus A.xvii, fol. 37v, Prucdence wears a wimple when
other virtues do not and in B.N. MS. 9,186, fol. 304, among
the four cardinal virtues Prudence and Fortitude wear wimples

while the other two virtues do not wear this fashion that had
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been out of vogue for more than a century, during which time
it hadé become the hall-mark of nuns, widows, and the

elderly. Thus, we may conclude that the wearing of a wimple
of any style was a éign connoting prudence,95 modesty, piety.,
and as such, remained a part of the habits of nuns long after
secular fashion gave up this garment, indeed, until the
middle of the twentieth century.

Consequently, in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries,
personified virtues, most frequently Prudence, continued to
be fregquently depicted in nuns' garb, including veil and
wimple. Prudence wears a black habit, white wimple and veil
in Maitre du Mansel's Fleur des histoires, Brussels,
Bibliotheque Royale, MS. 9232, fol. 448v.96 And in N,
Oresme's Bthigue d'Aristote, vol. ii (circa 1454), Rouen,
Bibliotheque Municipale, MS. 927, fol. 17v, Faith wears a
black and white habit with white wimple and veil; she carries
a church on her head, and a book in her hand.97
Ecclesiasticzl Power, too, 1is dressed as a nun with veil and
wimple{ although she also wears a crown, in the French,
miéd-fifteenth-century Bodleian MS. BRodl. 338, fol. 1. 2nd
once more we must mention the four Dominican nuns who depict
the four cardinal virtues on fol. 33 of B.M. Cotton MS.
Titus A.xvii (fig. 9). Continence, too, is appropriately
painted wearing a black habit, a white wimple and veil

showing two inches of forehead, in Bodl. MS. Laud. Misc. 570,
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fol. 16, which is a late copy of a 1403 manuscript made for
the Duke of Berry by Jehan de Courtecuisse.98 Here Continence
is one of the subsidiary virtues belonging to Temperance.
Both of the other two subsidiary virtues, ané Temperance as
well, wear secular clothing and neither wimples nor veils.

We note, also, the depiction of Glad Poverty, in Boccacio de
Casu illustrium virorum et foemiparum, B.M. MS. Harley 621,
fol. 71, who wore clothing made in a nun-like style including
draped wimple and veil showing approximately two inches of
forehead above the nose but covering the sides of her
forehead completely, although her tunic was orange. This
costume is cited by Joseph Strutt as being illustrative of a
nun's habit, and he reproduces a line drawing of it in his
plate CXXXIV. (Ve have to wonder here if this might not be
the artist's attempt to eguate Glad Poverty with Prudence who
is so often cepicted, when cressed in secular clothing,
wearing orange, possibly representing the fabric designated
as russet.) Chastity, too, is dericted as a nun in the
French manuscript of Le Romap de la Rose (1487-$5), Bodleian
MS. Douce 195, fol. 63v. Here Chastity wears black robes,
white céraped wimple, and black veil with white lining that
reveals approximately one inch of her forehead. Similarly,
Chastity is again depicted with white draped wimple and
headband positioned two inches above the eyebrows on fol. 26v

of the early fifteenth-century French Bodleian Library WS.
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Douce 188 of Le Poman gde la Rose.

It is clear that the proper attributes of the typical
virtuous nun appear as personified virtues in the visual arts
of the medieval period, and they do so frequently enough to
say that the connection was an ordinary one to make. Nowhere
is the connection between certain virtues and the typical
virtuous nun, who stands as a symbol of these virtues, more
clear than in the correspondence in appearance between the
Ellesmere MS. depiction of the Prioress and Second Nun99 and
that of the statue of Discipline (fig. 14) now in the Museum
of London, formerly part of the facade of the London
Guildhall. Both date from 1400~-1430, and both reveal a woman
wearing a nun's habit which includes a pleated wimple. The
pleats are vertical. They are quite definitely pleats, an
attempt to handle the fullness of the fabric that was more
usually allowed to fall naturally into drapery. We are left
with the fact that such a style must have been acceptable for
a nun at that time, for a nun carved in stone to represent
Discipline, in conjunction with the three other Cardinal
Virtues, must be considered as a serious representation of
correct habit in every sense of that term.

From a survey of the tradition of personified virtues
depicted as nuns we may see again that styles for nuns'
headdresses changed slowly over the centuries, but they dic

change. Nevertheless, we may assume that those costumes worn
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by nun-virtues figures would represent appropriate habits.
We cannot know if a pleated wimple, acceptable on the
Guildhall statue of Discipline in 1430, would have been
considered appropriate on a living Prioress in 1387, even if
we may posit, by analogy, that the Ellesmere illuminator,
working at the same time as the Guildhall sculptor, intended
no scandal in so depicting Chaucer's nuns wearing a wimgle
like that worn by Discipline. It is reasonable to assume that
either the illuminator or his sponsor, perhaps both, found
nothing excepticnal in Chaucer's description of Madame
Eglentyne's veil. 1In addition, all the evidence pcints to
the fact that a wimple of any style, made out of suitable
fabric, was considered a prudent garment. Thus Chaucer's
Prioress, wearing a wimple "pynched" "ful semyly", would have
been dressed appropriately. As for her veil, we may assume
propriety there as well, since the only suggestion to the
contrary is amply refuted by evidence that Chaucer's
description of the Prioress' forehead derives from his
following of artistic tradition, rhetorical and visual,
rather than from contemporary convent costume
transgressions. Such recorded veiling transgressions as
occurred in regard to neight of veil on forehead were
approximately fifty years too late to inspire Chaucer's
portrait. Had Chaucer wished to portray Macame Eglentyne in

inappropriate headdress he would have been far more likely to
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have dressed her in a silken veil and wimple, pinned in place
with gold or silver tiring pins, since these were the
commonly known transgressions of nuns which would have been
recognized by an audience of his time. 1Instead, keeping in
mind that "winple®” is a term that frequently was used to mean

what this study describes as both veil and wimple, we are

left with Chaucer's words:

Ful semyly hir wympul pynched was. (151)
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the Geperal Prologue to the Canterbury Tales," Epglish
Studies, 58 (1977), 489,

8 S. T. Knight, "'Almoost a spanne brood,'"
Neophilologus, 52 (1968), 179.

9 Mary Hardy Long Frank, “Chaucer's Pricress and the
Blessed Virgin,®” Chaucer Review, 13 (1979), 346.

10 crank, 348, 350, 354.

11 prank, 355.

12 See Stella Mary Newton and Mary M. Giza, "Frilled
Edges," Textile History, 14, no. 2 (1983), 141-152,

13 Mary G. Houston, Medieval Costume ip England &
Frapce: The 13th, l4tbh apd 15tb Cepturies (London: Adam &
Charles Black, 1965), p. 226.

14 Jcan Evans, Dress ip Mediaeval Frapce (Oxford: The
Clarendon Press, 1952), pp. 23-24, 36.

15 pover, Medieval People, p. 77.

16 Sister M. Madeleva, "Chaucer's Nuns," in Chaucer's
Nups and Qther Essays (Port Washington, N. Y.: Kennikat
Press, Inc., 1965).

17 RKevin S. Kiernan, "The Art of the Descending
Catalogue, and a Fresh Look at Alisoun," Chaucer Review, 10
(1%75), 9.

18 Ernest Gallo, The 'Poetria Nova' and its Sources in

Early Rbeiorical Doctripe (The Hague, Paris: Mouton and
Co., 1971), pp. 44-45,

19 See Gallo, pp. 182-187.

20 Guipertus, Tornacensis, Sermopes ad O8s status de
Dovo correcti & emendati (Ab. s. Guenyard: Lugduni [151072]).
See especially "Ad licniales et religiosas Sermo," as it



111

¢

incorporates the texts of Song of Selomon II, IV, and VI.

21 Gautler éde Coinci, "Le sermon en vers de la chasteé
as nonains," Suomalaisen Tiedeakatemiap Toimituksia: Aopales
Academiae Scieptiarum Fenpicae (Helsinki: [no publisher
givenl, 1938), Sarja B. nid. 38, no. 10, pp. 145-146, 11.
404-406. Also see Jill Mann, Chaucer andé lMedjeval Estates
Satire: The Literature of Social Classes and the Geperal
Prologue to the Capterbury Tales (Cambricdge: University
Press, 1973), p. 136, for a discussion of these lines.

22 Gautier de Coinci, pp. 180-181.

23 Mann, pp. 134-137.

4 The Revelations of Saint Birgitta, e?. from the
fifteenth—-century manuscript in the Garret Collection in
Princeton University Library by William Patterson Cumming,
E.E.T.S. 0.S. 178 (London: Oxford University Press, 1929),
ppP. 1-2. Pp. 17-20 include a discussion of the three types
of fabric considered for use by a spouse of Christ: linen,
wool or leather, and silk. The analogy is drawn between
proper types of behavior and these types of fabric. Silk is
rejected as being unsuitable.

25 G. G. Coulton, Five Cepturies of Religion (Cambridge:
University Press, 1923), p. 158. Note, also, Mace, in
Rousselot, "La sainte Vierge dansla poesie frangaise du moyen
age," Revue du clerce frapngaise, 42 (1905), 474-475. Be was a
French curate of the first part of the fourteenth-century,
who treated the Virgin in that manner coexistent in poems of
courtly love:

En 1li s esforssa tant nature

Et tant monde et nete et pure

De totes grans bontez la fist
Que nules tache en le ne mist
Une blancher ert en son vis

Tot aussi comme flor de lis

Et par de sus ot color fine

Tot autresi comme rousine

Les sorciz ot fins a devicse

Q une voye tlanche devise

Le nes par desoz si tretiz

Qu il n ert trop grantz ne trop petiz
Si cheviol n estient pas sor
Estre semblant de £fin or

Ses cos estoit fez a esteuure

Qu il ressemblcit estre d inuyre
Le front avoit blanc et benigne
Qu il ressemblcit de color signe
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Ou ncif nouellement negee

Qui n est marchee ni follee

Et 1i dui oyl quel ot ou front
Ainssi comme II estoilles sont
Les dens blanches a grans mervoilles
Par dedans les leures vermoilles
Eraint si posees en orére

Que nus ni troveit que remordre
En chascune de ses .II. mains
Avoit .V. doiz dougez et plains
Et toz ses autres membres ot

Au meaux fez gque nature sot

Bt autresi comme ses cors

Fu de beaute plains par dehors
Aussi fu ses cuers repleniz

De totes vertuz et garniz.

RQmQIle Sermopum de B. Virgine, pars III, art. ii,

c. I, quoted by Coulton, Eive Centuries of Religion,
pp. 158-161.

27 alan of Lille, Apticlaudianus, or the Good and
Perfect Man, trans. James J. Sheridan (Toronto: Pontifical
Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1973), pp. 56-58.

28 "The Book of Physiognomy" in The World of Piers
Plowmap, ed. and trans. Jeanne Krochalis and Edward Peters
(Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1975), p.
222, provides evidence for another possible reason for
Chaucer's mention of the Prioress' forehead. 1If Chaucer hacd
in mind to ally each character with astrological signs or
rlanets, then the Prioress as a virgin might be aligned with
the moon. "The Book of Physiocgnomy"™ states that

The sigpes of luna ben #ese: %e fface is pale and
clere; brode ffronte; brow is bente; #e eyne meke;
a low nose; noseprellis openyd; a littil mouthe; a
opyn chynn; and neygh #e chekis sone hore; a ffatt
navell; moche thenkynge on erthely $ingis.

We may see William Spencer's comments in "Are Chaucer's
Pilgrims Reyed to the Zodiac?,™ Chaucer Review, 4 (1970),
153-54, as an extension of the commentary on the Prioress as
virgin; Spencer posits that many of Chaucer's pilgrims
correspond to the scheme of the Zodiac, anc¢ that the Prioress
has the characteristics that correspond to Cancer and the
oon, which Chaucer elsewhere equates with Diana who has
"smale houndes al aboute hir feet (A 2076), and who is a
"chaste goddesse . . . Goddesse of maydens" (A 2297-2300).
Spencer cites Alchabitius who says "that the Moon egt
sigpificatrizx matrum (p. b iiiir, 'signifies mothers').”™ The
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Prioress is a kind of mother—-figure, by virtue of the
religious office she holds. Paradoxically she is also a
virgin, and so expresses the Moon's link with Diana. . . .
This link Prioress - Moon - Diana is made clear by another
detail [the hounds].

Spencer also cites Bonatti who asks, "'Why is Cancer the
mansion of the Moon?' and explains: guod copcordat cum Luna

in foemipeitate, mobilitate, frigiditate, afgue bumiditate
(col. 36, 'because [Cancer] agrees with the Moon in

femininity, mobility, frigidity [or coolness] and
humiéity'). The Prioress shows all four qualities [her
hunicdity comes from Chaucer's two references to her
weepingl. . . ."

Spencer continues, citing Lilly that the Moon signifies
"'a soft, tender creature . . . Timorous, Prodigal, and
easily Frighted,'"™ Albohali that the person born with the
lYioon in Cancer erit magpae avioritatis, Firmicus that the
Moon makes one respected, and magpnos corpore, large-bcecdied.
See his n. 20, 21.

The connection, which may sound strained to many
twentieth-century readers, is one typical of mythographers of
the fourteenth century and one Christine of Pisan makes very
clear in The Epistle of Otbea to Hector: or the Boke of
Kpyghthode, trans. Stephen Scrope, ed. George F. Warner
(Lonédon: J. B. Nichols and Sons, 1904), p. 37, written in the
last part of the fourteenth century. 1In this work, Othea,
personifying Prudence, instructs the knight Hector in
Christian chivalry:

Off Dyane remenbre besely

For the honeste of thi body;

For his plesyth no vileyns lyffe,
Ne non dyshoneste ne stryffe.

Then, Christine explains the allegorical meaning of her
verse:

Dyane, that is the mone, and as ther is no thyng so
evile but that it hath some goode propirte, the
mone gyffeth chast condicicn; and thei nameé it
after a lady that so was called, the which was full
chaste ané was euer a2 vergyn. So it wolde be seyde
that honeste of the body is full wele longgynge to
a good kaygh. And to this purpose Hermes seith,
"He may not be off perfyte wite that hathe in hym
no chastite.”

And for to bryng tc mynde the Articles of the
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Feyth to owre purpose, wythowte the which a gocd
sperit may lytell avayle, ffor Dyane we shall take
God of Heuen, the which is withowte onv spotte of
onclen love, to whome a thyng foulede with synne
may not be agreable. To the knyghly spirite than
it is necessari to beleve opon the HMaker of heuen
and of erthe, as the fyrst Article of the Feyth
seith, the which Seynte Petir the apostel sete,
["Credo in Deum Patrem Omnipotentem, creatorem
coeli et terrae"l.

29 The Rule of St. Benedict, ed. and trans. D. Oswald
Hunter Blair, 4th ed. (Fort Augustus: Abbey Press, 1934),
Ch. xxxiii, pp. 98-99, Ch. lv, pp. 144-149,

30 Visual representations of nuns' habits are discussed
in each chapter of this study as the separate garments of the
habit are taken up, but for a brief overview the follocwing
information is given: This thirteenth-century headcovering
may be seen in the portrait of St. Claire, depicted in her
nun's habit, in the late fifteenth-century manuscript of the
Sforza Book of Hours, British Library Add. MS. 34294.
Illuminaticns showing nuns in this nabkit appear on pp. 418,
420, and 510, See also Mary G. Houston, p. 152. BHer fig.
266, p. 153 shows a brass of Abbess BHerwy, circa 1525 at
Elstow, Bedfordshire which duplicates the style of habit in
earlier pictures. The style of this habit is illustrated in
La Sainte Abbaye, ¢. 1300, British Library Add. MS. 39843,
See also Joan Evans, pl. 74, for a reproducticn of this
illumination.

Other illustrations of this basic habit may be seen in
two illuminated manuscripts: British Library, Harley
¥S. 4425, fol. 108, Le Romap de la Rose, c. 1490; British
Library Harley MS. 621, fol. 71 Boccacic's "History of XNoble
Fen and Vomen." In addition to the features described in the
text, these illustrations have another merit for the purposes
of this study--they are dressed as religious pilgrims, as
their accessories attest: the nun in B.M. MS. Barl. 4425
carries a rosary ané a book (perhaps it contains her
office?); the nun in B.M. MS. Barl. 621 wears the pilgrim
scrip or bag and a wide-brimmed hat hung by its neck cord
down her back; and both carry a walking staff or bourdon.
The patches on the hatit of the nun in this last manuscript
indicate her allegorical function in the story she
illustrates; she is Glad Poverty. Line drawings of these nuns
may be seen in Joseph Strutt, A Complete View of the Dress
and Hapits of Lhe People of Epngland. from tbe Zstablisbrent
of the Saxons ip Britaip to the Presept Time: Illusirated Dy
Epngravings Takep from the liost Autbeptic Remaipns of
Aptiguity, (London: The Tabarc Press Limited, 1970), II,
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Plate CXXX1V, fig. 2 and fig. 4.

31 ancren Riwle: A Treatise on the Duties of Hopastic
Life, ed. and trans. James Morton (London: Camden Society,
1653) Part 8, pp. 418-421. See also, Power, lMedieval English
Nupperies, Cambridge Studies in Medieval Life and Thought,
ed. G. G. Coulton (London: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1922),
pp. 530-531.

32 Apcren Riwle, Part 8, pp. 418-421. "Wimple" here may
refer to the fillets usually worn under the chin and around
the head by women of this period since this work is dated
circa 1225-1235.

Mann, p. 130, states that "Pleating or 'ipinchunge' of
the wimple is specifically disapproved of," in Ancrene Wisse,
ed. J. R. R. Tolkien, E.E.T.S. 0.S. 249 (London: Oxford
University Press, 1962), edited from Cambridge MS. Corpus
Christi College 402, fol. 53a. Ve must disagree with her
interpretation; the line in question speaks against the
recluses' tendency to overdress in the matter of their
veiling, "ueil of heaued clad," and to overdo adornment in
matters of color or pleating, "to ouegart acemunge ofer in
heowunge. ofer epinchunge,” in girdles. We cannot
understand from this passage that pleated wimples are
forbidden, since "wimples®™ are not mentioned; furthermore,
the syntax of the sentence lends it self more readily to the
reading given here, that it is pleated girdles that are
forbidden. The full sentence is as follows: "Eer to falled
of ueil of heaued cla¥. of euch ofer claj. to ouegart ace
munge ofer in heowunge. c¥er epinchunge. gurdlesant gurdunge
o dameiseles wise."

No other thirteenth-century manuscript of the Apcrene
Rule includes this statement, indicating that the problem of
pleated or colored girdles was not widespread. However, a
copy entitled Ancrep Recluse, dated "2 al425 (c 1400)" by
MED, contains the statement, "Alle }ise & many mo cle*ed to
ouer girt, as meninge oi#er hei3einge, in penchinge, in
girdles girdyng of damoisels wise." (100/7)

33 Additions to the Rules of Svon, Georce James Aungier,
in History apnd 2ptiguities of Syon liopastery, the Parish of
Islevorth, and the Chapelry of Boupslow, ([Lonconl:

J. B. Nichols and Son, 1840), Appendix, p. 392. See also,
Power, Nupperies, pp. 132-133.
34

George James Aungier, History of Syvon Hopasfery
([Londonl: J. B. Nichols & Son, 1840), p. 21.

35 2ungier, pp. 22-23, and ns. 2 ané 1l respectively.
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Aungier, intro. p. 11 also informs us that "The ceremony of
consecration and the imposition of the veil were of very
early origin” and that "wearing veils originated with the
Pontiff Soter, about the middle of the second century." 1In
addition, pp. 314-316, he gives us a copy of the blessing and
vesting ceremony in English, taken from B.M. Additiocnal

MS. 5,208. The language of this ceremony implies no
particular significance to any single garment.

36 This information from St. Aldhelm's De Laudibus

Virgipitatis is from Lina Eckenstein, Woman under lionasticism
(Cambrldge. University Press, 1896), p. 115.

Ihe VYictoria Bistory of the Counties of England:
Yorksbire, ed. William Page (London: Archibald Constable and
Company, Ltd., 1913), III, 120.

8 The Victoria History of the Counties of England:
Yorksbire, III, 119.

39 pavid wilkins, Concilia Magpae Britapniae et
Hibernise I, (London: 1737) pp. 590-591. "Adhaec, gquoniam
fexum muliebrem, contra versutias hostis antiqui minus
fortem, multiplici remedio necesse est efficacius communiri,
decernimus, ut moniales, et caeterae mulieres divino cultui
dedicatae, velum vel peplum fericum non habeant, nec in velo
acus argenteas vel aureas audeant deportare. Nec ipse, vel
monachi feu canonici regulares habeant zonas sericas, vel
auri vel argenti ornatum habentes, wvel burneto vel alio panno
irrequlari de caetero utantur. lietiantur etiam juxta
dimensicnem corporis vestem suam, ita quod longitudinem
corporis non excedat, sed pede, sicut decet, subducto
sufficiat eis indui veste talari; et sola monialis consecrata
deferat annulum, et uno sclo sit contenta. Si quae autem
contra hanc nostram prohibitionem venire praesumpferit, et
conmonita se non correxerit, regulari subjaceat
disciplinae.”

40 Wilkins, Congc. I, p. 660. "Item monachis et
canonicis reqularibus, necnon et monialibus tam vestimenta
quam coopertoria interdicimus colorata, nisi fuerint nigro
tincta. Et cum equitant, decentibus sellis utantur, ac
fraenis ac superselliis. Moniales autem vestibus caudatis et
crispatis, aut proprii corporis longitudinem excedentibus,
non utantur, nec pellibus delicatis aut ccloratis:; nec in
velo acus argenteas audeant deportare.”

41 Power, Nupperies, p. 586, citing lNey Coll. LS.,
fol. 86.

-
42 See Power's descripticn, Nupneries, pp. 585-87, with
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numerous citations. Power's summary of causes and results of
this struggle between nuns and bishops, Munpneries, p. 316, is
pertinent here:

It seems as though the craving for a certain
privacy of life, a certain minimum of private
property, is a deeply rooted instinct in human
nature. Certainly the attempt of monasticism to
expel it with a pitchfork failed. Step by step the
rule was broken down, more especially by a series
of modifications in the prescribed method of
feeding and clothing the community.

In particular, according to Power, p. 663, the "worlcé never
called more seductively to medieval nuns than in contemporary
fashions."™ See also pp. 16, 43, 73, 207, 220, 305, 518, 624.

Yis;;a:;gn of Religious Houses in the Diocese of
Lincoln: Alnwick's Visitations (1436-49), ed. A. Hamilton
Thompson, Canterbury and York Series, No. 33 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1929), III, ii, 319. See, also, p. 361, for
Pricress Dame Eleanor Cobcote's statement "that the nuns wear
silken veils and robes,™ in the account of the 1445
visitation of the Priory of Studley, of the Order of St.
Benet, of Lincoln.

4 Tbe Rule of St. Benedict, pp. 144-149, 204.

45 Power, Nupperies, pp. 322-323. "The fact that the
peculium was a payment made from the cormon funds and not the
privately owned income of an individual allowed it to escape
the charge of proprietas, but it was nevertheless an obvious
departure from the Benedictine rule, which forbade the
individual disposal of property and made quite different
arrangements for the provision of clothing." Also, see
P. 329, for an extensive discussion of wills and bequests to
nuns which includes lists of other items of value besides
clothing which is the primary interest of this study.

6 Testamenta Eboracensia, or Wills Registered at Yorx
Illustrative of the History, lappners, Lapguage, Statistics,
&c., of the Provipce of York, From the Year NCCC Downwards,
ed. James Raine (London: Surtees Society, 1836-1902), I, 308,
317, 322, 324,

47 see The Victoria History of the Counties of England:
Yorkshire, III, 122-123, n. 6 for a description of John
Fayrfax's will which is recorded in Test. Ebor., I, 186.

Thg Victoria Historvy of the Counties of Englang:
Yorkshire, III, 122-123,
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49 Rev. W. G. Clark-Maxwell, "The Outfit for the

Profession of an Austin Canoness at Lacock, Wilts. in the
Year 1395, and Other Memoranda,"™ The Archaeological Journal,

69, 2nd ser. 16 (1912), 118. This is his translation from the
Latin.

Y;s;ta:;gn of Religious Houses ip the DRiocese of
Lipcolp: Alpwick's Visitations (1436-49), ed. Alexander
Hamilton Thompson, Canterbury and York Series, No. 24
(London: Canterbury ané York Society, 1919), II, i, 3-5. See
also Power, Medieval People, 2nd ed. (Boston: Houghton
Mifflin Co., 1925), pp. 77-78.

1 Visitations of Religious Houses in fhe Diccese of
LiDQ.anr III i' 8.

52 See Visitati of Religi B in the Di of
Lincoln, II, 47, 118, 130, 176, for these injunctions against
improper veils. See, also, III, ii, 361l.

33 Frances Elizabeth Baldwin, Sumptuary Legislation andg
Personal Regulation in England, Johns Hopkins University
Studies in Historical and Political Science 44, No. 1
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1926), pp. 31, 32, 34.

>4 Baldwin, p. 30.

35 Baléwin, pp. 31-32, 34, 48-49.

36 Baldwin, p. 48, citing Stat. L., vol. ii,
pPpP. 164-165.

37 Baldwin, p. 48-49.

>8 Baldwin, p. 60, citing Rot. Parl., vol. iii, p. 66.

59 wihy I Can't Be a Nun," Early English Poems and Lives
of Saipnts, ed. F. J. Furnivall (Berlin: Transactions of the

Philological Society, 1858), p. 147, edited from British
Library MS. Bibl. Cotton, Vesp. D. ix, fol. 179.

60 Giovanni Boccacic, The Decameron (1930; rpt. London:
J. M. Dent & Sons Ltd, 1973), II, 9th day, Novel II, p. 233.

Recueil de poesies frangoises des XV- et XVI® sijecles
(Paris: Chez P. Jannet, Libraire, 1858), VIII, 173.

62 This is the pseudo-Chaucerian Court of Love in The

Poetical Vorks of Geoffrey Chaucer, ed. R. Morris (London:
Bell and Daldy, 1866), IV, 38-39.
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63 Gautier de Coinci, "Le sermon en vers de la chasteé
as nonains," pp. 145-146, 11. 404-406.

Very modest, white and clean are they, and more
than violets do they shrink from dirt, filth and
mud. Their linen is fair and white, well pleated
and tied, sweet smelling ané fine and delicate.

The translation is Jill Mann's. See n. 21 above.

64 Boccacio, p. 234.

65 'Plangit nonna fletibus,' ed. Peter Cronke, Medieval

Latip apd the Rise of the European Love Lvric (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1966), II, 357, 11l. 19-27.

Fibula non perfruor,
flammeum non capio,
strophum assumerem,
diadema cuperem,

heu misella!--
monile arriperem

si valerem,
pelles et herminie

libet ferre

[I have no brooch to enjoy, can wear no
bridal-veil, how 1I'd long to put on a ribbon or
coronet--woe is me! 1I'd get a necklace if I could,
and wearing ermine furs would be lovely.l

This is Mann's translation; on p. 130, she quotes and
comments on 11. 15-27.

6 Mann, p. 130.

67 Power, Nupneries, p. 69, states:

Socially in all cases, and politically when their
houses were large and rich, . . . prioresses,
ranked among the great folk of the country side.
They enjoyed the same prestige as the lords of the
neighbouring manors and some extra deference on
account of their religion. It was natural that the
Pricress of a nunnery should be "holden digne of
reverence.”

68 pobinson, ed., p. 756, n. 151.

69 C. Willett Cunnington and Phillis Cunnington,
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Handbook of English Mediaeval Costume (Loncdon: Faber and
Faber Ltd., 1952), pp. 94-95. See, also, Newton and Giza,
141-152,

70 Cunnington and Cunnington, pl. 39, p. 4.

71 Stella Mary Newton, Fashicp in the Age of fhe Black

Pripce: 2 Study of the Years 1340-1365 (Woocdbridge, Suffolk:
Boydell Press, 1980), pl. 28, p. 88.

72 yewton, Fashicn, pl. 35, p. 98.

73 g.M. AGditional MS. 15,456, fol. 2.

74 Sister Maceleva, pp. 16-17.

75 See Cunnington and Cunnington, pl. 31, p. 76.

76 An English Bodleian Library MS. Univ., Coll., Oxford
165, Bede's Life of St. Cuthbert (first half of the twelfth
century), p. 69, depicts the Abbess Aelfflaed and a nun cured
by St. Cuthbert's girdle. They wear no veils or wimples; the
artist has given some attentiion to depicting their hair
which is uncovered.

71 He is an Englishman, possibly a Cistercian.

78 A line drawing of this illumination may be seen in

Edward L. Cutts, Scepes & Characters of tbe Iiddle Ages,
seventh ed. (London: Simpkin Marshall, Ltd., 1930), p. 57.

79 R. L. B, Milburn, Saints and Their Emblems in English
Churches (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1957), p. 113, describes

Gertrude (A.D. 620-659) as the abbess of a double monastery
at Nivelles, in Brabant, who was invoked to ward off rats and
mice. Further, he states that she is "occasiocnally shown in
English churches as an abbess writing in a book, or with mice
on her crozier,"™ apparently because her feast day (March 17)
occurs at the time when the hibernation of field mice is over
and they begin to make a nuisance of themselves again.

80 Sister Marguerite De Scornay is depicted similarly in
a brass commemorating her election as abbess of the Abbey of
Nivelles in Belgium in 1443. She wears a nun's habit
including a draped winple, ané a cloak that is fur-lined.
St. Margaret, who introduces Sister Marguerite to the Blessed
Virgin Mary, is dressed in elaborate secular fashion.

81 This information is derived from the Summary
Catalogue.



121

82 A picture of St. Bricget of Sweden, composer of the
rule for Syon Monastery, is included in George Aungier's
History of Syon Mopastery, facing p. 17, taken from "an
ancient Wood-Engraving in possession of Earl Spencer."”
Aungier quotes Mr. Jackson's "Treatise on Wood-Engraving”
concerning this work, pp. 66, 67, and in a note, pp.
xiii-xiv, includes the following description and explanation:

The pilgrim's hat, staff, and scrip probably allude
to her pilgrimage to Jerusalem . . . she was
induced to make in consequence of a vision. . . .
The lion, the arms of Sweden, and the crown at her
feet, are most likely to éenote that she was a
princess of the blood royal of that Kingdom.

. « o Her gown, as well as the pilgrim’s hat
and scrip, are of a dark grey; her veil, which she
wears hoodwise, is partly black and partly white;
and the wimple which she wears round her neck is
also white. The . . . pilgrim's staff . . . the
nimbus surrounding the head of St. Bridget, and
that of the Virgin, are yellow.

According to Aungier, pp. 17-19, St. Bridget (1302-1372)
journeyed to Palestine, returning via Rome, to visit saints'
relics. She was canonized by Boniface IX in 1391 on the 7th
October and declared enrolled among the Saints on 1lst
February 1415 by the general council of Constance. Her
canonization was again confirmed by Martin V in 1419.

83 Fabric is saicé to be goffered when frills or tiny
pleating is achieved by the use of a hot goffering tool
(OED) ; however, such an effect was also achieved through a
special technique of weaving. According to Newton and Giza,
p. 141, such frills or goffering were high style in the
1360's, and the nobtility wore "veils edged with a forest of
frills in airy layers almost impossible to count,® which may
be seen in illuminations and sculpted tombs such as the
effigy of Lady Berkeley in Tewkesbury Abbey. (I am indebted
to Stella Newton for her illuminating conversation on this
topic, as well as for an offprint of her article with the
correction of date which I have incorporated in this note.)

84 This is not true of nuns depicted in Italian art. 1In
the National Gallery, London, Italian paintings frequently
depict nuns with foreheads covered down to the eyebrows.
Examples are: "A Group of Poor Clares,” no. 1147, by Ambiogio
Lorenzetti, painted circa 1331 andé deriving from the Chapter
House of San Francesco, Siena; "Christ glorified in the Court
of Heaven," no. 663, by Fra Angelico, part of an altarpiece
circa 1430-1435 for the church of San Domenico near Florence;
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"Phe Coronation of the Virgin,® no. 569, in the style of
Orcagna, painted circa 1370-1371 for the Benedictine church
of San Pier Maggiore in Florence; "The Virgin and Child with
Saints Catherine of Alexandria and Siena,"” no. 298, by

Ambrogio Bergognone who was active between the years 1481 and
1523.

85 Houston, p. 40, figs. 50 and 51 are taken from Abbé

Tiron's History. They depict thirteenth-century nuns wearing
veils and wimples. Approximately three inches of forehead is
showing in fig. 50, and one inch in fig. 51.

86 This illuminatiocn is reproduced in a line drawing in
Strutt, pl. CXXXIV, fig. 2.

87 Similarly, Strayned Abstinence is depicted in nun's
habit, with book and pilgrim staff, in Bod. MS. Douce 332,
fol. 115.

88 See also Bodleian Library MS. Douce 332, fol. 4v, and

MS. Douce 195, fol. 4.

89 Margaret Scott, The Bistory of Dress Series: Late

Gothi¢ Europe, 1400-1500, ed. Aileen Ribeiro (Atlantic
Highlands, New Jersey: Humanities Press, 1980), pp. 117, 123.

90 Gallo, p. 186.

1 See, especially, the Blessed Virgin Mary in the
triptych by Ducciodi Buoninsegna, no. 566 in the National
Gallery, London, and the illumination of the Virgin and the
Angels in B.M. MS. Cotton Nero C.iv. Reproductions of these
may be seen in Otto Demus, Byzantine Art and the West (New
York: New York University Press, 19700, pp. 241, 175,
figs. 217 and 175. In this same work, see figs. 124, 153,
155, 176, 241, and Plate I.

92 Houston, pp. 86-87.

93 For black and white reproductions, see Adolf
Katzenellenbogen, Allegories of the Virtues and Vices in
Mediaeval Art: From Early Christian Times to ibe Thirteentb
Ceptury (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., Inc., 1964), pp.
13, 24, figs. 25 and 26. See also, the Ladder of Virtues in
Hortus Delicizarum. B.M. MS. 42497, For a color reproduction,
see Herrade ée Landsberg: Hortus Deliciarum, A. Straub and G.
Xeller, eds. (Strassburg - Paris: Editions F.-X. Le Roux,
1952), where L'Echelle des Vertus is reproduced in plate 38.
The Sancti monialis on this ladcder wears a red tunic with
sleeves that widen as they lengthen, blue head veil, white
band across upper forehead, and black shoes. Also see the
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reproduction of nuns on the Ladder of Virtue from a late
twelfth-century Speculum y;xg;num, Troyes, Blbllotheque
Munic. MS. 252 in C. R. Dodwell's Paintipng in Europe 800-1200
(Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1971), plate 199.

4 This style, too, was called a "wimple," but to
distinguish it from the larger draped version, I shall refer
to it only as a fashionable headdress. It may be seen also
in the thirteenth-century French MS. Bodl. 270b, fol. 12 (A.
1) as worn by Sarah when Pharoah banishes her and her husband
Abraham. Houston, pp. 46-47, 49, provides the dating for this
headdress, and provides illustrations of it from a late
thirteenth-century Franco Flemish manuscript called "The
Health Book,"™ B.M. MS. Sloane 2435, and another manuscript of
1280 or later, B.M. Additional MS. 38116, fol. 8v 13 in which
Eve spins.

35 For example, Prudence in Bodleian Library MS. Laud.
Misc. 570 (1454), fol. 9v, wears a veil and wimple while the
six virtues around her have uncovered heads.

6 A reproduction of this illumination may be seen in
Rosemond Tuve, "Notes on the Virtues and Vices," Jourpal of

the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 26 (1963), part I,
opposite 279.

97 See Tuve, "Notes on the Virtues and Vices," part I,
opposite 279, for a reproduction of this illumination.

38 A reproduction may be seen in Rosamond Tuve,
Allegorical Imagery; Some Mediaeval Books and Their Posterifty
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977), p. 73,
fig. 16.

99 For a reproduction of the Ellesmere manuscript
illuminations, see The Ellesmere FMiniatures of the Canferbury
Pilgrims, ed. Theo Stemmler (Mannheim: University of
Mannheim, English Department, 1977).
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Chapter II

The Prioress' Habit

Iin this chapter, we shall be concerned with the
rerainder of the Prioress' habit and will demonstrate that
the Prioress' habit is entirely proper, a position that
opposes the majority view of critical tradition. This
majority view holés that Chaucer presents lNadame Eglentyne to
us in "elegant" dress and in so doing reveals her pride,
vanity, anéd/or love of luxury. The minority position excuses
such "elegance" in that it is conscnant with portraying the
Prioress as a devotee of Mary, dressed in the Marian
tradition. Both positions assume that the Prioress'
"elegance" of dress must be either condemned or explained and
thereby excused. On the contrary, this study will
denonstrate that neither condemnation nor explanation is
neecdeé for Madame Eglentyne's "elegance" because as a
perjorative description of her it is anachronistic. 1In
additicn, through a comparison of Chaucer's description of
the Prioress with convent rules for nuns' habits, the
implications of contemporary historical records, sumptuary
legislation, and other literary descriptions of nuns, we see

that Chaucer implies approbaticn not only in his very brief

-~ et e e fe e e me e -
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description of the Prioress' habit, but alsc in his obvious
omission of the numerous clothing indiscretions of nuns which
were so frequently included in other medieval literature.

Chaucer gives his brief description of the Prioress'
habit in a single line:

Ful fetys was hir cloke, as I was war. (157)
Kevin Kiernan's comment that Chaucer uses "articles of
clothing to highlight parts of the body, and sometimes even
to take the place of parts of the body,"l is analogous to
Chaucer's evocation of costume as well. Here Chaucer
supplies only the imagery of a cloak which must, in this
case, signify the entire habit--shift, tunic, girdle,
scapular, and cloak. We cannot know the details of Nadame
Eglentyne's dress and must, therefore, assume them to be
consistent with the cloak which is "full fetys," a
description which, prior to this study, has been assumeé to
be perjorative by most critics.

We have already seen in the previcus chapter that more
than one critic implies that an attractive prioress, in her
person or in her clcthing, should be suspect. This attitude
manifests itself again in numerous comments concerned with
the Prioress' "Ful fetys" clcak; for example, Edwaré Craney
Jacobs equates the "handsome cloak" with worldliness.2 Geraid
Morgan, also, remarks the Prioress' "elegance of dress ancé a

physical beauty®™: the beautiful details of her portrait



126

"ostensibly enhance her as a courtly figure, but they have

been carefully chosen to focus upon the viclation of her

profession as a nun."3

In this vein, too, we find Phyllis
Hodgson's statement that "the rich garb of the Prioress . . .
would be seen as the suit of Pride" in the tradition of moral
abstractions as presented in the literature of the Seven
Deadly Sins with which a fourteenth-century audience was
familiar.4 Hodgson reminds us that the Prioress and Icéleness
of Le Romap de la Rose share many features.5

Mary Hardy Long Frank remarks on the Pricress' "modest
confusion of elegance and grace”™ that is forgiveaktle in light
of the tradition of dressing Mary in elaborate costume and
"more probaﬂly she reflects unabashedly the spiritual beauty
of her mistress whom Chaucer himself calleé¢ 'Virgine, that
art so noble of apparaile."'6 Again, we note that the word
"elegance" appears in criticism as a term of relative
disapprobation. Frank also points out that it would be in
character for Chaucer to write in the Marian tradition; she
documents the strength of the London puys, a literary society
dedicated to the Blessed Virgin Mary, that met regularly at
St. Mary's Guilcdhall in London during Chaucer's and his
father's lifetime; she reminds us, as well, of Hoccleve's
pocetic portrait of Chaucer: "Hcw he thy servaunt was, mayden
r'.arie."7 In addition, Frank's works serve to document how

likely it is that Chaucer emplovec aspects of the rhetorical
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tradition in descriptions of the Blessed Virgin Mary, in the
portrait of the Pricress.

Surveying critical tradition, we see that the "fetis®
cloak worn by the Prioress has become an "elegant® cloak, a
description which is almost invariably interpreted negatively
because it appears to violate dress restrictions of the
Benecdictine Rule, a point we shall refute. Subsequently,
this unfavoratle sense oi "elegant" has become "handscme,"
"rich," "lavish,"™ or even "flamboyant." A case in point is
Ridley's reference to the Prioress' love of “ornate garb."8
In orcder to refute this negative progression, we must return
to an examination of what Chaucer said; we must come to terms
with "that fetis cloak."9

The pilgrim poet's attitude again intrudes, as it did in
the matter of the Prioress' fair forehead, coloring critical
apprehension of the cloak's appearance: "Ful fetys was hir
cloke, as I was war™ (157). Chaucer's awareness implies an
appreciation for what he sees that has, perhaps, been
prejudicial to an objective view of what he says. He‘
describes only the Prioress' outer garment, not a fashionable
houppeland, or a girdle embroidered with silver or gold. He
is simply aware that the clcak is "ful fetys," that is, very
"cleverly fashioned, neat, elegant.” This FED definition is
accompanied by seventeen examples of usage for "fetis", among

which is Chaucer's description of the Prioress; sixteen of
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these examples are positive in connotation, and one is
described as ironic--it is not Chaucer's. We should note here
that "elegant," so often useé as an equivalent, is a modern
definition of "fetis." It does not appear as an entry in the
MED, nor in dictionaries of Old French, where we find
ﬁai;iﬁ.lo "Elegant” appears in English in the late fifteenth
century (the first OED example is dated 1485), and at that
late date is defined as "l1. Tastefully ornate in attire,
sonetimes in unfavourable sense: Dainty, fopgpish" [my
italics]. It is this unfavorable sense of elegant that a
number of critics have seized upon, in spite of the fact that
it is a secondary definition of a modern definition of a
Middle English‘word. It is more likely that Chaucér intended
"fetis" to mean elegant in the sense of biepn fait, bien
facopne, joli, as Godefroy defines faitis.

Chaucer does not say that the cloak is curiously
fashioned, a perjorative description, as discussed in the
previous chapter. Nor does he say that the cloak is over- or
excessively elegant; he mentions no unauthorized fabric or
color, nor does he mention fur, although Madame Eglentyne
might properly have worn certain furs, skins "well-tawed." It
is entirely possible that Chaucer means that the Prioress
wears a very neat, well-mace cloak, just as she should.
According to the Benedictine Rule, she would naturally wear a

better cloak for traveling than for daily wear. 2nd she



129

would have her position in the church to consider.ll
Certainly, she should dress in a manner that would do
reverence to her position, and wear garments that are well
madé, neat, and properly suitaﬁle to her status when she
traveled. Why should we expect a Prioress who concerns
herself with proper table manners to be