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ABSTRACT ¢ ¢ .

: ¢ ,'a
three women pilgrims in Chaucer 5 Qanfgm_\u;g MRA
cond Nun, the Prioress,, and the Wife of Bathy lre

7“%"{'4

;gh r,wgs&n amongst twenty six, or more, men. The three
ﬁ,&iﬁ'@fﬂ'é seldom studxed togethet, not because the \»oman

pfwglm‘s are not studled as women -- they. are -~ bu’t j,ecauSe

‘!

v

he 3econd Nun is usually left out of - such dlSCUSSlOHS. As ¢

.b*k aa\ Wllllam Blaka (1809), the Prloress and the Wife
h‘%‘heen‘seen as oppos;te poles of "femnmlty, or

W‘i‘;«anhood " This configuratlon requlres reco?smeratlon

ﬁfmqeﬂ*the Secohd Nun is mtroduced In addition, these

l

J“ "femlnlnlty, "womanhood," a?d woman," are, in our
&

) Wn”{im@} éharply contested, providing the context iq whlch .

\

to begin studying the three women p1lgr1ms together..

Nevertheless, - in brmgxng the t]uee together, one does

<

not w15€i to arnve at hasty conclusions, any more than to

)
begin With"%ld pre- d‘fmltlons, as. to what may be involved

t‘ »
in the Study of the subJect of women, and the study of women

—

"as subjects. Hence, each of the three women pll.ims is

studied separately., Their commonalties are an impqrtant,
. Y

%ut not always immediate concern. -

\

Each pilgrim akes form for us in a variety of
' contexts: the'rip.rese'ntation of the General Pr@logue; the

~
’ Ay



-

_tale each'télls;.the literary traditions beHind each; the
s . .

]
-.hlstoncal ev1che, the patierns they fO/rm as only thtee

women amongst proxlmately twenty-nme /p1lgr1ms, and, of
course, our , own perspectlves on all of these: _No\att:empt -
¢ : . .

has been made to examine each pilgrim in each context with
. equal tﬁorouq}mes‘é}. for~reasons of length if nothing else.

Rathet'," thxs thesis presents a, fem1n1st 5 perspectlve asg we

: . a

cons.ider the possibilities and problems, the limitations
J ) .

and h%ri'zons of meaning, which .the three women sugggst

’

individually and in relation to each -"other.

v

' N l i



TABLE OF CONTENTS

/

Chapter» ) . Page

II.

III.

Iv.

\
Introduction .eecevsee cecesetseaens ceenee cerecenns ,.L
The Second Nun > % 8 @ 0 00 0 00 . L B ] l'. * & o9 ... ® & & 0 0 0 0 0 00 .2‘ -

The PflOI;ESS ® e 0 00 "0 o-.‘l ooooo ® 000000000 -00-00\072

'rhe';;wife%f Bath woeevenennn R & ¥

Bibl(iography ooooo on.oo:—:.ol.ool.o.onﬁ-o-"'; ooooooo 00001.60“

e o



Chaptgr I: Introduction

-

L]

" The later Middle Ages is a historical period of
controversy, complexity, and diversity) perhaps never more
so than when it is a'maﬁter of "subject:woman." To consider
‘only‘a small aspect of this great matter, one may ref}ect,'

on the one hand, on the tentative consensus “¥mong historians

A}

that there Qer?fmorexiemale humans than male in the Middle
. {
Ages.l On the other hand, one may consider these questtions:

where? wheék do we find all these women? what were they
doing? and why. can we not find them? Women's previous
historical invisibility has been a persistent theme and

matter of investigation with this century's second wave of

N

K

feminists.2 1<;participafe in this investigation is to be
b

immediateIQ em oi{ed in the political strategies afd cross-
currents of (the)~ womén's mo\*ment. It is, also, td become
involvea in negotiating what Annette Kolodny called the
minefield, or what we might refer to now as the dominant
discourse or discourses.3

This thesis-éoes not, ‘however, aim to provide a
solution to the'problemvof women's apparent higtorical in-
vigibility, even if>one could formulate the questionsg sat-
isfacéorily. An awareness of this }roblem does‘pxqvide the

background against which to consider the three women



. Y . .
pilérims,'who, with approximately tventy-six male pilgrims,

make their pilgrimage %o Canterbury in Geoffreg Chaucer's

””‘antgxbnxx XAlgg It is curious, .indeed, that thz ratio of

. women to men should be 8o lop-sided in this literary text) | )

~and so lop—sided in men's favor. It is equally odd that

the group which makes its ga*zto.Canterbury should otten be

s

thought of as. reptesentatxve.

5.

There are many p0881ble vays of explaining this
—=

imbalance, butlseveral of them will not do. It will pot do, ’

for instance, to say that women stayed home and were thus -

-~

unlikely to be on a pi}g}im%ge. From the top of the

medieval hierarchy to the bottom, women w
: Pl

move. Kathleen Casey reminds us that:l

e much on the

.
. f]

\

the activities and attitudes of the whole category

3X pefsons called women seem to have made a deep

impression on the literary elites whose evidence

)

we normadly depend upon. Frofi them, posterity
gathers that late»medieval women of all ranks were
highly visible, restless, and troublesome.s' | )}
. - ’
Similarly, it will not do no point to a lack in the variety
\of options ava1lablé to women in thgir work or their
lifestyle. Women enJoyed and exercised many options.6 It
may be fair to say that literary antecedentg were thin for

images of women in literature, but this solution sidesteps

rather than answers the difficulty; there were just as few

a\



" literary antecedents for many of Chaucer's male pilgtims.

lgge7eiﬁiqnations might be Put forth, and just as reasonably
would théy be seen to be inadequate. Women's apparent
‘p‘isibility iﬁ medieval literature and in much histerical
wriedn; is ngt ;n accurate‘_representatﬂpn of what we.are
beginnjgg to learn of womer}'s.cuhﬁral and societal
activities, iﬁvdlvement, and importance.’

\ -

The curious imbaiance betweeh“%he_women'and mén.
pilgrims }n the Canterbury Tales is the background aga}nst.
which/the three Qomen pilgrims will be, in this.tﬁesfs, the
foregrqend. To focus attention on these th;ee pilgrims, on
the Sec;hd Nun, the Prioress, and the Wife of Bath, is to
p;actice whai-has become known as feminist criticism of
images of women in literature. This kﬁag of criticism has
gone thrpugﬂ a period of disrepute. It hag‘beeé charged
wiéh being boring or depressing in the repetitiveness of,its
conclusions. More seriously, it has been charged with being

C.
theoretically naive in its assumptions.’

In Chaucerian studies, thdbe charges may have passed us

by.e ‘La because of the re

tation of the Wife of
Bath in tfe canterbury Tales,/Chaucer himself can be said to
have engayed the problemgtic issue of images of Qgﬁﬁﬁ)in
literaturé., "Who," Dame Alison asks, 'peyntedé the leon,
tel me who?“9 The "leon,” or lion, is énalogous to women,
and in both cases meA have done the painting. The analogy

. . '
18 curious, for women are compared o that which is non-



- v . : , 4
. . L . )
5% - ' e

controlling view, the one withrqhe means to represent, is v
. .

that of men. At oné level ‘of the f1ct1onal consxruct of the

B 1

Qan;g;hﬁxy malgs, 1t 1s~precasely a pany Geoffrey Cﬂ‘aucer,u’iF

who speaks, or pa;nts the woman. At and%her fxcgtgnal - (
evel, the woman speaks, and in speaklng refutes the
tr dition émbodied in the analogy. The rhetorlc o@ tﬁz
analogy,.however, puts. the fraditionvprior to the
réfutation, thg,man before the woman. The Wifeﬁpf.eath

figh;s ? r;arguard éction;‘ f! ip . ,
The disjunction between the two fictional levels, the
-~ man speaking the woman and the woman speaking about thé.mgn

*
speaking her, sets up ironical possiRilities that

¥QJé}?erate throughout the Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale.
These\lronbcal possibilities have indubitably contributed to
the contradictory and unpredictable results of studies of

.
the images of women in Cﬁaucer's works. Whcre Sheila

Delany finds misogyny, Arlyn Diambdnd finds an honest attempt
. to be women's friend.10  ywhere H. Marshali.Leicester, Jr.
finds‘zhaucer respectful and Robertvﬁ: Hanﬁing finds him
in;ightful, Matthew Corrigaﬂ finds &haucgr a failure.ll
This wide divergence of érﬁtical viéws on Chaucer's
gttigud@s or‘pOSifions concerning women, and the controversy
" it seems to create, is not unique“to Chaucerian gtudies.
The same controversy is also to be found in studies of -

Dante, Shakespeare, Mjlton, and Rabelais. The coﬁtroiétsy

is moréPheated in what medievalists might think of as the <:_

-



‘értself been*the subject og stu_dy.12 o | - ’ ‘
It may, 1ndeed, have been the G/oe dlvergence of.
fEIltlcal views on authors 11ke Chaucer et al that led to a
reoon51derat;onqof the way in which the questlon of 1mages—
of¥women was framed. Recent re—thinking‘of,the guestion
has‘producedfimportantiinsrghts, one of Which.may be
demonstrated “hy a brief reconsideration of the implications
of éimone deféeauvoir'sfstatement- "One is not born, but
~rather becomes, a wo’man."13 .Given the e{Ereme varlatlons
~that may-be»found cxoss-CUlturally/ racially, economically,”
or hlstor1Cally, in what 1t means to be a "woman," Simone de
Beauvolr s statement is both ‘absurdly obv1ous and
’jinfinitely'complicated._ "Woman" is not a biological fact;
gityrs}not'an essenceu It is a culturally-conditioned
construct that refuseS‘stability;'.It‘is also 5 lived
_ experienoe-inFWhich‘a biogtgical‘mark,tthe'basis,for the °

. . RS . :
believed essence of woman, operates as a powerful force.t?

‘The fact that.women_arej"the'seoondisex,"”even'today,'and
despite ourlnumErioal advantage,iin the medieVai period‘as
_today, is. 1ndlcat1ve of the way that the mark of femaleneSS‘
‘has WOrked to our dlsadvantage.l Tt rs also in spite of our
numerlcal advantage that we- study "women in the Middle
'“Ages,:f;nstead of'studylng the Middle Ages as, igso ﬁagtﬁ:
f.the‘cu;tural production.of women. bNumeriCal advan&age‘is
bless.significantbthan power. "ﬁg

- De Beauv01r s famous aphorlsm may be put another way,‘~

Cin terms ‘of modern semLotlcs or the study of 31gns"qwoman“



is a speaking sign which functions in nany different systems
of signs. Kathleen Casey, speaking of Chaucerian England,
says, "In a fragile reconc1liat10n of competing values and
purposes, women and the 1deological meaning of woman were at
once an essentlal and perhaps the least reliable link."1
One reason for the 1nstab111ty of the sign "woman"ris-that
\’it‘funotions as a' commodity of exohange betweenxmen.16
Georges Duby, in The Knight. the Qady and the Priest: The .
ﬂahm of*Modern Marriage in M France, says, "A woman

was an object of value because she would bring” forth

children. An object of exchange, rather; a pawn in a game
where men were the~players,"l7 Woman, howgyer, is not just,
or completely, an object of exchange between men; wonan'
speaks, and in speaking, asserts her subjectivity. | Luce
Irigaray commen*s that in -a patriarchal soc1ety, a soc1ety
o in which women are objects of exchange between ' mtn,
relationships between women cannot be accounted, for,
?[elgceptlly the assertion that as soon as she desires
~}herselff: 2s soon asishe'speaks (expreSSes herself, to
herself), 1 woman is a man."18 The danger'for women in this
~paradigm of,societal relationships is obvious: We must not
construct or adhere to any theory which, as Theresa de
"'Lauretis says- of. the theories of Lacan 1n'psychoanalysis
and‘Levi-Strausvin semiotics, "logically excludes the
possibility -- the theoretical possibilityj—r of women ever
'being'subﬁectsﬂand producers of'cultureﬂl9 If it is.

difficult to conceive of this possibility in an age as male-



»

domlnated as the Middle iges, 1t ought to be as difficult to

>

. &
concelve of in our own, an age equdlly male domlnated

' "o o

“Attempts’ to reconc1le the opposltlonabetween woman as
object and woman as subject, between woman as sign and woman
7as 51gn-maker, bet@een woman* as v1ct1m and woman‘as agent,
COntlnue to be made. wOrkLng along be51de these attempts,

women have begun o re- v151on and reconstruct bgth thL

discourse of hlstory and the hlstory of dlscourse 20

Shulamith Shahar; 1n~her The _Qurtb Bstatet A hlstory of
women in the mlgdlg Aggs, for instance, observes that 1n

"estates literature, whlch occurs from the twelfth century

on} there are tnree common features in the descr}ption'of
socdet;:r First, the older conception of a triune society,
"depicted'as~horizontal, purposeful, and harmoni0us,“ 1s
'>replacedf5; a new vertical conception ofvsociety._ Second,
the previous division of society into those who pray, . those
who fight, and those who:work is gradually overlaid with
. . , $ .
socio-professional subjdivisions_baSed_on distinctions made
within-each of the older orders. Third, "wonen‘are almoSt
always categorrzed separately," as a fourth estate. Wighin'
this estate, the estate of women, women are subdivided by
their social-economic position or their maritai status or:E
combination ‘of the two.2l Neither of these sub-divisions is.
used with men. The new conception of society evident _in
estates literature is the»theory. The purpose of Shahar's
book 1is to examin% "to what extent theory matched

.o ?
reallty "22 . : (



As Shahé}'notes, the mﬁdievai~cétegorization ,? women
as a\separate class provides the'justif;cation &or her
study.23 It may also serve és a juétificationvfo; the
ptesent study of théﬁthree women piigrims of the Canterbury-
Tales. The concept;pf.the féurth'estate of women serves as
an in@}%ator,/a shorthand -expression, of the medieval belief '
in an essentﬁal nature of Qoméﬂ and women. In this,
conception, the two terms, woman and women, seem to collapse
into one. The late medieval belief that rwomen COmp;ised a
separaté class ¢: estate should not be considered sihplyvas

an external ‘influence on literature, Literature 1is ité;lf

an ideological éystem or s&stems which interacts with other

“such systems. From such interactions, the sys:em of

literature will both exchange and generate structures .and

values. Because of her exchange value and her instability as

a sign/ woman will be an important component of this

" process. Because she is also an agent, a speaking sign, and

-- at least, 1in Eheory -- a subject, her strategies of

-~

«

survival and desire will mark cultural productions.

\® One such strategy 6f either survival or desire is

absence, withdrawal, from the a;éna of domination or

'oppressibn. An example of an effective use of this strategy

may berfound in the Peasant's Rev&ﬁ% of 13§l as_aescribed by
William Woods. “The Revolt waé precipitated by: the
declaraﬁioh_of yet another tax. Taxation.of the poorest
ihcreased, while it was reduced for the rich. From this

particular tax colléction,'only beggars would be exempted,:

-

-
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When the tax collectlon returns came in, ‘it was found that

\

‘the populatlon ‘had dropped by a thlrd from the returns of

1377. There was, Woods contlnues,'"an astonlshrng shortage:

“of widowed mothers in the returns, of aunts,’51eters and
unmarried‘girls. Barring wives; wbmeniseemed all but to
havr Janlshed, and in the poorer counties, .the dlsparlty was
great.-r than anywhere else"24 Absence, then, may signal a

deliberate withdrawal as a response to oppression. It , may

also signal _an exclusion, as with the comparative absence of -

women writers, or the absence of women from the upper

echelons-of the church hierarchy Absence, in this context,

may occur concomltantly with an obsession with women. Woman

as temptress, as sexual glutton, ;s an example of ah.

obsession with that which has been excludéd.

Absence in medieval culture is an extremely difficult

topic. In medieval‘Christianity,'that which is absent is .

accorded the reverence of the Real: the saints, the Virgin

Mary, the Tr1n1ty, whlle that which is present is con51dered

insignificant, te an51ent, and ephemeral. The opp051tlon of .

the Real and the merely real carries over into such’areas as
the spirit and body pguality, or the reasdédn and appetite

duality. We may f{ it in relation to other oppositions

like authorlty and eprrlence or grace and nature. As Lee

Pattersor comments on ™t he polarization of Eve and Mary":

"But medieval feelings are rarely any‘less complicated than

modern ones, and this straightforward categorization‘is

continually subverted by gqualifications and complexities."25



10

)

If we gather together several of these oppositions w1th

absence, keeplng Pattersaon's cautlon in mlnd, we mlght be

led to ask what would happen to. the representatlon of women

I

in such a conflguratlon, or to put it another ‘way: what is

‘ Second Nun doing in the Qanterbgry Ialgs?'
Johﬁ

the -
, The Second Nun is barely,notice&}ln literary criticism,

;

then,s she is barely there in the text either.

but,- he i
Matthews Manly makes the 1ntr19u1ng suggestlon that the
between the effect of the Brloress_s Iale and

between the Prloress and the

as
thit with the Second—Nun and her tale,

dlff@rence
the Seggud Nun's Tale.

: ,
,;Secono Nun, 1s
“Chaucerohas failed to visualize or to make.his readers see

”

the principal characters,} .« [theyl remain to him-and to
us mere names."26 The second chapter of this"thesis is an
attemptlto‘understand the effect of'absence.on our
conception of the representation of thé Second Nun.'lt ls
r as'well, whyfthe Second Nun,

-

" an attempt to understand,
might be-significant.

. J" . .
vlsually absent,
An observatlon that would seem to work agarnst the neat

dlstlnctlon between the Real and the merely real, the absent
is the observatlon that the Mlddle Ages was
Thls apparent contradlctlon

r/v‘
'and the present,
has traced three

/.
/
an. 1mage rldden soc1ety.27
Derek'Brewer

should not surprlse us:
dlfferent class systems operatlve in the General Prologue to
and Charles Muscatlne has arguedofor
‘Sbme

the Qanterbury Iﬁlﬁﬁ‘
dlfferent rellglous attltudes 1n the Chaucer canon 28

Russell A. Peck or Peter Elbow, for instance,

o

4
- B

_CrlthS,



: *

. \ . . )

. N

-argue that a Chaucerian Characteristic is, as Peck says,

that "[h]e [Chaucer] seems to-prefer the questlons and W1ll

leave the conclu51ons to the clerks (or rather,\the clerks,

.
\

to thelr conclu51ons)"29' Peck also comments on the

“

: 1mportance of nomlnallsm in Chaucer 'S tlme. Nominalism,'

Peck suggests, 1% a group of doctrlhes whlch may be under—

stood as "questions about whether unlversals ex1st in crea-

tlon or only in'ovr heads."5 Chaucer's 1nterest, accordlng

.;4

‘to Peck,,ls "in th&se<generallzatlons whlch full people s
‘heads and Wthh ex1st there. exclu51vely 1nsofar as they

'matter to that 1nd1v1dual . . [He] is not&lnterested in

AL

.the questlons as problems in logic, but, rather,fas,

phenomena of exper1ence."3O William J. Courtenay gives -us

. €
an/1n51ght 1nto what this may mean. He says:

Ifﬁthe.fragmentation of the meoieval synthesis can

-

no longer be used as the hallmark of- nomlnallsm
around which to bu1ld a theory of- the development

, of late gothic art, the increased importance glven
to empiricism'in’the nominalist‘system shodld have

. some implications for the development of the

‘visual and plastic arts, 1f not archltecture.

o

Ockhamist eplstemology is not simply emplrlcal jt&

is based on visual experrence, and it takes the
‘eye 'as the’'primary sense-organ around which to
build a theory.of %nowledge. . . . "Knowing" in

Ockhamism;is primar@ly_"seeino,T Such an

11



12

- . epiétemolodyjceftaiﬁly'parallels the emphasis in
late medieval and eatly Renaissance art on render-

ing the visual world with 1ncrea§1ng accuracy 31

A

14
T Yet if seeing'is an important aspect of nominalism, another

critic, Carolly Erickson, remlnds us of’ the 1mportance of
Slght and metaphors of sight during much of the Mlddle Ages

She’femlnds us; too, that medLeval 51ght includes both the

7

tanglble and the imagined.32

—_—— Al

The portralt" of the Priorebs may be set in the *

COntext of thiS'emphasis on sight.' Yet, if we ask what we

see from the description of the Prloress given to us 1n the

———

~ General Prologue, we w1ll miss 1ts s1gn1f1cance unless we
_are aware of the two.codes which structure that 51ght. We
;3

do not, that is, 31mply see a woman Wlth "Hir nose tretys,
hir eyen greye as’ glas,/ Hir mouth ful smal, and therto

’softe and reed" (GP, 152-3). Once.we know that thls is the

\ L. %

description of the courtly lady in numerOUS works before'and
after Chaucer, .we will wonéer what it. means in the context

of the description of a woman religious.33 Chapter III of ,
this thesis is concerned with the way in which our '

understanding; our sight, of the Prioress is structured by
the use of the religious and the courtly codes in her
description. It will be argued that the use of these two .

- codes permeates every aspect of the Frioress's literary
‘ ‘ - b - : ) . B V
existence, and that two codes meet at the sign "woman,"

.'thereby_constituting a movement of enclosure at that sidn.
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i

‘known as Chaucerian studies.

. LD : -
It might be expected from the descriptions of ihe/

°

chapters dealing with ‘the Second Nun and the Prioress that

the Wife of Bath would be the culmination of the extremq.

opposite of the Second Nun. The Wife of Bath is fully .

presented to us in the General Prologue, and- in this aspect,.

K '

jﬁhe i like the Prioress. Moreover,,the Wife speaks of

herself, and apparently of her existence as a Qoman'in the

Middle Ages. She séems highly individualized, and her

M/)prdlogue and tale are very long She is the 6nly secular

woman pilgrimhrepresented to us, and she is repres@%@pd in

great detail Even 1n the- critical writings which accrue to

\

the Second Nun and the Wife of Bath, they are diametrically

opposed. Little has been written about the- Second.Nun,,-

‘while to ‘judge from the number of critical discussions that

have centered on the Wife of. Bath, she constitutes a small

"black hole" within that larger "scholarly black hole"
hown 34 '

+ The enormous wealth of words written about the Wife of

Bath requires a different approach than.that used with the

. Second Nun or the Prioress. In“scanning the criticism, it

is 1nterest1ng to note the extent to which many critics find
themselves drawn 1nt€k the debate that structures the

prologue, or failing that the complexrties of the Wife of

- Bath s character 35 The former concern will take us back to

& ! o

’g the questions about Chaucer s p051tion On 1mages of women.

-There seems little doubt that’either, or indeed, practically

any p051tion can be” asserted and eVLdenced The latterv

.

vy
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~~— as it is to examine the way marriage becomes a defining

~its conclusions. Hannlng s 1nt

concern, the Wife of Bath's  character, 'seems destined to

lead us into a labyrinth of murky metaphors as to what
. : ’ ’ A

exactly may make up a character in a literary text.3b

The fourth chapter of this thesis attempts to
. ") .

circumvent these issues by first examining a theme common to

- N . _
the Second Nun's Tale and the Wife of Bath's Prologue and

- Tale, that is, marriage.' The intent is not so nuch torh

o ) R A
compare the Wife of Bath to the Second Nun -- or anyone else

v

“and limiting factor in the Wife of Bath's representation.

Nkl

an . i . . . . Coe . N D
The prellmlnary, and not surprising, conclu51on of this

examination is that the Wife of Bath is a male fantasy or

e . é
w1sh fulflllment. . ¢£
‘ @J

There are a number ?l critics who oe this: conclusion,

suggesting instead that we need to look ?urther.‘ Robert W.
i

»
i

—

Hannlng s analysis is, in many. wi$?} typical of this

approach, and. it has been s1ngled;@_ orba detailed discus- -

sion of some of the 1mp11ca¢ ‘:ﬂ,  ’both the approach and

(Y

retation is both attrac-

tive and troubling. Tt will beiﬁﬂ Yiatter aspect which will

concern us here.37 Other critics agree that the Wife of

o ¥

Bath is a male‘fantasy. Like the present wrifpr, they reach

this as a prellmlnary conclus1on. To reach this conclusion
is to imply that the Wife of Bath lacks p0551b111t1es, that
she has no fprther_or possible 51gn1f1cance for contemporary

\
A}

feminist readers. Two critics who reach this conclusion,

Barbara Gottfried and Lee Patterson, are, neverthelessy



yet another possibiyity.

3

. .

reluctant to abandon the Wife of Bath.38 Neither critic is

a " white knight charging to the Wife of Bath's rescue;

readers may be won back from the jeopardy in Wthh her

-

tion of the arguments of Gottfried and(?atrerson,’we will

gain an uhderstanding of the possibilities of r¥cuperating

the Wif@\of Bath's significance, proposing, along the way,

<

The focus in the second part of the fourth chapter,

\:,

then, is not<on the Wlfe/of Bath, but on the readers of the
Wife of Bath. Althou;g‘thls focus 1s detailed and exp11c1t
intthe chapter dealing with thé Wife of Bath, it is also an

implicit thread running throughout the thesis. Concern with

readers or critics is pgfk of a well-established pattern ‘in

literary commentary, as we agree or disagree, use or

misuse, translate,'interpolate, glossi.build, or rely on

. . A . .
readings other than our own. Feminist literary criticism

both informi and“modifies this well—established,pattern.

Indeed, some would understand femlnlst literary crltlclsm as

g 7
dlsruptlve or subvers1ve of the pattern.39 To the extent
that[ggmlnlst critictsm interrogates the 1nvisibility and

silénce of women, as well as Ehe,limitatioLs.of any.

discpurse in which this is possible; to that extent it
disrupts the smooth hegemony of reading and writing. To add

to this endeavor a study of representations of women-is to

fRather, both are sophlstlcated theorists- and readers who ..

. understand that the ‘Wife of Bath's significance for feminist
. <

&

status as-a male fantasy places her. From a closer examina<® - [

e
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coﬁplicate an already complicated matter. More than that, 7

\ . N -
‘the accumulated effects of these modificatiens, disruptions,

and compiications redefine the. boundaries of the‘matper of

séubject:woman,"
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Chapter I: Notes -
. A
K4 ' . ‘
4 - ‘
S 7 David Herlihy, "Life Expectancies for Women in
Medieval Society," in The Role of Woman in the Middle Ages,
ed. Rosmarie Thee Morewedge (London: Hodder and Stoughton,
1975), pp.-I- 27; and Margaret{Wade Labarge, Women. in
" Medieval Life: A small Sound of the Trumpet .(London: Hamish
Hamilton, 1986), pp. 18-19. The numerical preponderance of
womeén is not a well researched or documented aspect of . the
' medieval period, and any large generalization must be
qualified. According to Herlihy, "There is, in other words, |
a body of scattered but consistent comment ,which indicates
that between the eary and the late Middle Ages, women had
gained a superloflty over .men in life expectancy which they
have since retained" (11). The ratios varied "from 109 to
over 120 females per 100 males” (13). Labarge raises a
number of the uestions which such data suggest. She
wonders, for instgnce, about the high number of men in noble
households: "The ratio might be as high as four te one ina
‘household actually headed by a woman, where one would ‘expect
more female companions, and soared to thlrty—seven to-one at
a feast which boasted of its large number of-women" (p.
19). The situation appears to have been different in
England. Kathleen Casey, "Women in Norman and Plantagenet
England," in The Women of England: From Anglo-Saxon Times to

the Present: Interpretive BibliograpHical Essays,, ed.
Barbara Kanner (Hamden, CT: Archon Books, 1979), pp. 83- 123,

says, "[Josiah Cox] Russell's pioneering study, British

- .Medieval Population (1948) suggests, among other things,

s.that Eh land consistently maintainedg s preponderance of

.. males that would delay emergence there of the: 'woman

utf guestion'" (p. 93). 'Eileen Power, Medieval Women, ed. M. M.

Postan (Cambridge: «Cambridge University Press, 1975),

suggests, however, that for a variety of reasons, including

_ the large number of celibate males, there was probably a

*  "surplus. female population,” especially in terms of
marriage and career options (pp. 53-55). -

2 1In hlStOrlCal\§tUdleS, the best” example of this
concern is ‘a collect.on of essays called, Becoming Visjble:-
. Women in European History, ed. Renate Bridenthal and\Claudia
Koonz (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1977). In 1lIterary
studies, the focus~tends to be.on women writers. For an

overview, see, Tofil Moi, sSexual/Textual Politics; Feminist
LAL&LQLX Ihﬁgxy New: Accents Serles, gen, ed. Terence, Hawkes

______ T AN ~
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+ -3 Annette Kolodny, "Dancing Through the Minefield:
“Some Observations on the Theory, Practice and Politics of a
. Feminist Literary Criticism," Feminist Studies, -6 (1980), 1-
"25. Kolodny's metaphor was heavily criticized, the best®
~replacement being suggested by Jane Marcus, "Storming the
Toolshed," Signs, 7 (1982), 622-40. L

v e

4 F. N. Robinson, The Works of Geoffrey Qﬁauﬁ&x. edl
F. N. Robinson,u2nd\ed; (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company,
1957), says of "the device of the pilgrimage": "It afforded
Chaucer an opportunity to bring together a representative
group of various classes of society” (p. 2). e D

. - v . R ~ ‘
o > Kathleen Casey, "The Cheshire Cat: Reconstructing
the Experience of Mmdieval Women," in Libérating Women's
History: Theoretical and Critical Essays: ed. Berenice A.
Cariﬂglf(urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1976),
p- 6. o ‘ :

6 Like ary cther generalization, this one requires
sone qualifications: many people, female and male, contjinued
to live in poverty. &heir options were obviously limited.

'

“The best short overview of the possibilities available to

‘women- is Kathleen Case€y's "The Cheshire Cat." 'As with men,
wopen's increasing. opportunities were linked to "the ever-
- widening market for more humdrum products during the later

Middle Ages" (p. 229). Casey also points out the
limitations imposed on women: significantly. their exclusion
from "[clertain key giids," like "the scholars, the lawyers,
~ the notaries, the goldsmirths, and those fast-rising
, " entreprepeurs, the portrait painters" (p. 229).

7.,

Literary-Studies: An Introduction (Cambridge:sCambridge
University .Press, 1984), pp. 70-76. Images-of-women-in-
literatére% criticism is usually c¢harged with theoretical .
naiveté ‘because of its concern with realism and &he
importance of role-models for women. In the -first concern,
. the status .of "reality"'is often unexamined, tending toward
an ahistoricdl approach to literature. The second concern-
often leaves -unexamined the relationship between literature

ang life. : . y

- N
's .Several exceptions to this statement may be found:
" Karen Alkalay-Gut, "Problems in Literary Herstory:

Chaucerian Msconceptions,” Revista Caparia de Estudios ’

+ 6 (April 1983), 73-78; and Beatrice Gottlieb, "The
Problem of . Feminism in the Fifteenth Century," in Women of

the Medieval World: Essays in Honor of John H. Mundy, ed.

Julius Kirshner and Suzanne F. Wemple (Oxford: Basil
Blackwood, 1985), pp. 337-64. 1In these critics, the

. -2
See Moi, pp. 42-49; and K. K. Ruthver, Feminist ¢
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duality Alkalay-Gut suggests that the two.can work as
correctlves to each  other, while Gottlieb argues that to
apply feminism, a complex modern: concept, to medieval

‘culture is to be anachronistic. Gottlieb overlooks the fact

that all Mistorical writing is, to some extent,
anachronistic, and that medievalism is itself-a complex
modern concept.. Like Gottlieb's, Alkalay-Gut's division
between medievalism and femlnlsm'lnvolves a questlonable
opp051tlon of the two. <

o Geoffrey Chaucer, Ihe ngks Qﬁ Geoffrey Chaucer, ed:
F. N. ‘Robinson, 2nd ed. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co.,
- 1957), The Wife of Bath's Prologue, 1. 692.  All further
references are to this edition ‘and are indicated in the text
‘by line number. - Chauces's use of the and?bgy of palntlng
the., lion is central for three critics: Mary Carruthers,

""The Wife of Bath and the Painting of Lions,".PMLA, 94

(1979) 209-22; Susan K. Bagen, "The Wife of Bath, the Lion,
and the Crltlcs, “in The Worlds of Medieval Women:

Creativ 1ty, Inf luenge, lmag;natlgn ed. Constance H. Berman,
. Charles W. Connell, and Judith Rice Rothschlld (Morgantown:
"West - Vitginia Unlver51ty Press, 1985), pp. 130-38; anc

- Marjorie M. Malvemn, "'"Who peyntede the leon, tel me who"'

Rhetorical and Didactic Roles Played by an Aesopic Fable in

the Wife of Bath's Prologue," Studies in PBhilology, 80
(1983), 238-52. All three critics understand the' analogy in

"similar ways: Carruthers says, "The fable of pa1nt1ng the

lion teaches that the. 'truth' of any plcture often has more
sto do with the pre]udlces and predilections of the painter

.than with the 'reality' of .the subject and that truthful art
. (and morallty)'must take'account of this complexly mutual
relatlonshlp (209). ~.Hagen says, "And I propose “that
Chaucer was familiar enough with the lion to consider:

painting this picture from her perspectlve (p. ~132).
Malvern concludes,'"Not ‘altogether unlike the lion who,

‘provoked by man's mockery of and sense of superiority to
~lions, puts:the man in danger of his life and thereby shows‘
the(humbled man that" 'truth' is not to ‘be found in a
"fable, which is an '111u51on,' or in-a plcture, which

'resembles a dream,' but in a 'deed,’ Chaucer s Wife of Bath

“at last shows. her proud. ‘clerk Jankyn through her 'deed' that

- 'truth' " is best sought outside pictures’ of women found. in
%nmlsogynlc ertlngs" (251 52).

10 Sheila Delany. Hlltlng Homans Hgmen Hxltexs ﬁnd

. Homen.in Literature. Medieval to Modern (New York:' Schocken
‘“‘Books, 1983), p. 70; and Arlyn Diamond, "Chaucer's Women and

Women's 'Chaucer," - in- The -Authority of Experience: ‘Essays in

Feminist Criticism, ed. Arlyn Diamond and Lee R. Edwards
(Amherst Unlver51ty of Massachusetts Press, 1977), p. 83.

ll H. ‘Marshall Lelcester, Jr.,"Of a Flre 1n the Dark:

4§ub11c and Prlvate Femlnlsm 1n ‘the H;ﬁe Qﬁ B@th_s Ialﬁ
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Women's Studies, Vol: 11, Nos. 1 & 2 (1984), 176; Robert W.
Hanning, "From Eva and Ave to Eglentyne and Alisoun:
Chaucer's Insight into the Roles Women Play " Signs. 2
(1977), 582; and Matthew Corrigan,:"Chaucer's Failure with

Woman: The Inadequacy of Crlseyde, Western Humanities
Review, 23 (1969), 111.

12 gee Gayatri Chakravorty Splvak, "Finding Feminist
Readings: Dante-Yeats," in American Criticism in the
Poststructuralist Age, ed. Ira Konigsberg (n.p.: University
of Michigan, 1981), pp. 42-65, regarding.Dante and Yeats;
Mary Anne Ferguson, "As Others See Us, rev. of Joyce ¥nd
Feminism, by Bonnie Kime Scott; Lawrence's Leadership
_ and the Turn Against Women, by Cornelia Nixon; Men

and Feminism in Modern Literature, by Declan Kiberd; and
Waugh on Women, by Jacqueline McDonnell, The Women's Review

of Books, Vol. IV, No. 5 (Feb. 1987), p' 17 for Joyce ‘and

Lawrence; Wayne C. Booth, "Freedom of Interpretation:
Bakhtin "and the Challenge of Feminist Criticism;" Critical

. Inqguiry, 9 (1982), 45-76, on Rabelais; and Spivak for a

discussion of the phenomenon. . »

_ 13 simone de~Beauvoir, The Secopnd Sex, trans. H. M.
-Parshley (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 197¢6), p. '267

14 Prec1se1y what the mark of femaleness may be
remains a ﬁkfmer of debate, but the clitoris has been
suggested as a strategic choice by Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak, "French Feminism in an International Frame," Yale
‘French Studies, 62 (1981), 154-84. :

15 Casey,'"WQmenﬂin Norman and Plantagenet England,"
-~ p. 105, ' Lo

. 16 The idea that women are objects of exchange between
men comes from Claude Lév1 Strauss', The Elementary
Structures of Kinship, traps. James Harle Bell, et al

20 .

(Boston: Beacon Press, 1969), for instance pp. 62-63. There - -

have been many replies to this idea:” Simone de Beauvoir, for
instance, had seen Levi-Straus's work in manuscript; hence,
The Second Sex may be seen as a reply. One of the best,
recent replles to this theory is Luce Irigaray's, "Women on
the Market," and "Commodlt}es among Themselves,” both in her
collection of essays,. This Sex Which Is Not Qne; tra#s.
Catherine Porter with Carolyn Burke (Ithaca, NY: Cornel)
~University Press, 1985), PP- 170-97.- = ,

17

‘The Making of Modern Marriage in Medieval France, trans.
Barbara Bray (New :York: Pantheon Books, 1983), p. 235

18 Irigaray}i"Commodities among ThemSeives,"_p. 194.

’

Georges Duby, Ihﬁ.liru.ghh the Lady and the Priest: -



19 Teresa de Lauretis, Alice DQe§n~LL Feminism.
Semiotics, Cinema (Bloomington: Indiana Unlver51ty Press,
1984), p. 20.

. 20, The term "r --vision" is from Adrienne Rich, "When,
We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision- (1971)," in her
.collection of essays Qn Lies, Secrets, and Sllenger Selegted
"Prose 1966-1978 (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1979), pp. )
33-49. #Rich defines the term as: "Re-vision -- the act of r
looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old
text .from a new critical direction -- is fér women more than

a chapter in cultural history: it is an act of survival”
(p. 35). : .

21 ghulamith Shahar, The Fourth Estate: A history of
women in the Middle Ages, trans.;.Chaya Galai (London:
Methuen, 1983), pp. 1-3. s

22 ' shahar, p. 4. -
%3 Shahar, p. 4.

24 William Woods, England in the Age of Chaucer
(London: Hart-Davis, MacGibbon, 1976), ppz 175-76. :

?5 Lee Patterson, "'For 'the Wy\es love of Bathe':
Feminine Rhetoric and Poetic Resolution in the Roman de l@
Rose and the Canterbury Tales," Speculum,.58 (1983), 659.

' 26 John Matthews Manly, "Chaqcer and the
Rhetoricians," in Chaucer Criticism: The Canterbury Tales,
ed. Richard J. Schoeck and Jerome Taylor {Notre Dame, Ind.:
University of  Notre Dame Press, 1960), p. 288. Another
intriguing suggestion is made by Chauncey Wood, "Chaucer's
Use of Signs in His Portrait of the Prioress," in Signs apd
Symbols in Chaucer's Poetry, ed. John P. Hermann and John J.
Burke, Jr. (University: Univer§ity ‘of Alabama Press, 1981),
pp. 81-101, . who says,\"Indeed, as Robert P. Miller has
pointed out to me, this portralt of an unspiritual Prioress,
packed with equlvocal signs, is. followed directly by

. ——reference to the very splrltual Second Nun, who in the
General Prologue is not described at all" (p. 100).. See,
also, Chapter 1, .note 68, below, for further comments on the.
barely present Second Nun. : ‘

27 see Henry Kraus, The Living Theatre of Medieval

Art (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1967) pp. 170-

82, for a brief discussion of "the great 'quarrel of

images'" at the Council of Nicea, and the continuing effects

on art during the Middle Ages (pp. 170-82). o’

: 28 - p. S. Brewer, "Class Distinction in Cha&cer,
-Speculum, 43 (1968), 290-305; and Charles Muscatine, Poetry



and Crisis in the Age of Chaucer (Notre Dame: University of

Notre Dame Press, 1972), pp. 111-45. Neither critic

comments on how women fit or do not f1t into these
‘categories.

23 Peter Elbow, QOppositions in Chaucer (Middletown,
CT.: Wesleyan University Press, 1975); and Russell A. Peck,
"Chaucer and the Nominalist Questions," Speculum, 53 (1978),
745. Elbow argues that Chaucer's characteristic method is
to affirm contradictions, working towards their limitations:
"Affirming contradictions and not being in too much of a
hurry to get rid of them -- Chaucer's dialectic -- must be

one of the patterns of thought that makes w1se people wise"
(p. 161). _

30 Peck, "Chaucer'and~the\Nominalist buestions," 745.

31 william J. Courtenay, "Nominalism and Late
Medieval Religion," in The Pursuit of Holiness in Late
Medieval and Renaissance Religion, ed. Charles Trinkhaus
"with Heiko A. Oberman (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1974), p. 57.

32° Carolly Erickson, The Medieval Vision: Essays in

and Perception (New York: Oxford University Press,

History
1976.), pp. 5-6.

33 D. S. Brewer, "The Ideal of Feminine Beauty in
Medieval Literature, Especially .'Harley Lyrics', Chaucer,
and Some Elizabethans," Modern Languﬁgg Review, L (1955),
257-69, provides the best overview of the courtly
convention; while John Livingston Lowes, "Simple and Coy. A
Note dn Fourteenth Century Poetic Diction," Anglia, 33

(1910), 440-51, argues for the importance of courtly love’

conventlons in the Prloress S descrlptlon

34 The metaph@r @F Chaucerian scholarship as a "black

hole" comes from Richard Sullivan, "Changing Perspectives on .
the Concept of-the Middle Ages," The Centennial Review, 28

(1984), 78.

35 Two recent overviews.of the criticism on the Wife

""of Bath are: . Velma Bourgeois Richmond, "Pacience in

Adversitee: Chaucer's Presentation of Marriage,"” ¥Yiator, 10
(1979), 323-354; and Michael E. Williams, "Three Metaphors
of Criticism and the Wife of 'Bath’s Tale," Chaucer Reviey,
20 (1985-86), 144-57. Williams excludes deconstructionist
critic sm from his analysis, bubxhotes that the three
differen: metaphors of critiédsm -- ‘machine, organism; and
opposx&e polea?of attraction =& p:oduce three different
stories or, patternsrof coherence”;(155). While Williams
focuses on .the tale, Richmond concentrates en the Wife of
- Bath as a part of the marrlage debate. o

22
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36 Ann B. Murphy., "Therbecess of Personality in
Chaucer's Wife of Bath's Tale," The Centennial Review, 28
(1984), 204-22, uses-the metaphor of weaving to describe the
way in which personality is created in Chaucer.- Peter R.

Schroeder, "Hidden Depths: Dialogue and Characterization in.

Chaucer and Maiqky," PMLA, 98 (1983), 374-87, argues that

Chaucer conceives of character as a "fixed essence” (382),:
although "a literary character is always 'an illusion, a set. -

of verbal cues or clues that we recreate on the basis, among
other things, of our own experience of real -people” (384).

The best essay on character remains Héléne Cixous, "The
Character of 'Character'," trans. Keith Cohen, New Literary
History, 5 (1974), 383-402. Schroeder's assessment of

~.Cixous's essay -- "a diatribe" (386, n. 13) -- is.certainly.

odd in view of his <conclusions, and one cannot help but.

feel that Cixous would find his assessment of her amuysing.

37 My concern with the troublesome aspects of

~ Hanning's interpretation in his "From Eva and Ave," is not

in any way intended as an assessment. The intent is rather
to follow theoretical trends in literary criticism. -

38 . Barbara Gottfried, "Conflict and Relationship,
Sovereignty and Survival: Parables of Power in the Wife of
Bath's Prologue," Chaucer Review, 19 (1984-85), 202-24; and
Patterson, 656-95. My 1ntent10n{V1th the interpretations of
these two critics is. the same as with Hanning's, ° "From Eva
and Ave," that is, to follow certain theoretical trends in
literary gcriticism. -

: a

39 For an 1nfluent1a1 artlculatlon of this

understanding, see Héléne Cixous, "The Laugh of the Medusa,"

trans. Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen, in New French Feminisms:
An Anthology, ed. Elaine Marks and Isabelle de Courtivron
(New York: Schocken Books, 1981), pp. 245-64, especially,.p.

- 257. _For a development on the related issue of resistance,

see Teresa de Lauretis, "Feminist.Studies/Critical Studies:

Issues, Terms, and Contexts,” in Feminist Studies/Critical
Studies, ed. Teresa de Lauretis (Bloomington: 1Indiana

University Press, 1986), pp. 3-4, who says, +"The notion of
resistance . . . is itself not unambiguous" (p. 3).



Chapter II; The Second Nuﬁ
:eeWhen.we think of‘the'wemen pilgrims of'the gﬁh;g;nu;y
;ﬁ@leg( we may find it easy to forget the Second Nun.
'Indeed, she 1is often fongotten. Interpretatlons tend to
.focus on either the Prioress .or®the Wife of Bath, or a
comparison of the two.l The Secdnd'Nuh,‘in both the General
- Prologue and in commentary on it; is merely an aside, an
,
adjunct to the Prioress, lese interesting or conttoversial
even than the Prioress's other adjgnct, ;nd preesteq
thre" (GP, 164). The Second Nun's.only cla1m to fame is
that she accompanles the Prloress, and one is more llkely to
.remember and.focus on the Prioress who is accompanied by
another nun than on the second nun.- | |
| The Prioress‘upstagee'the Secend Nhn iﬁ'a number of
.ways.; She»is descriggd.before the_Second Nun, at greater
_le;gth,;in more detailkeend with more ambiguity. Then, too,
hthé_Prioress-ie-the leader, or heaq, of a compaey of which
tHe‘Second Nun seems to be but an insignificant part. vaen
'~~the de51gnatlon bq which we refer to her, a de51gnat10n not *
prOV1ded in the General Prologue, leads.us away from the
v.Second'Nun to the first nun, that is, to the‘Prloress. The

’

here~9erse and a half accorded to the Second Nun describes

e

“her in terms which make her literary existence dependent on .



1¥Frand relative tb'the PriOIeSS' "Another NONNE w1th h1re hadde
She:/That was: h1r chapeleyne (GP- 163—4) ThlS is a very
} >

sparse representatlon, 1f it can be called a. representatlonj‘
’at all It may be more, accurate to think of the Second Nun &

as the 1nt1matlon of a conflguratlon p051t10ned relatlve tg//fn\\”

N
the Prlo;ess._ Indeed, She - 1s grammatlcally dependent on her

ubject, the leoress.

\i.

The Second \Nun shares w1th the Prloress a vocatlon or a

calllng ‘as ‘a nun, and she prov1des serv1cesfto the Prloress'

7
.
1n her functlon as a chaplaln. In both these aspects, too,
E I s .

e we are referred constantly back to the Prloress. tThere is

~

no rec1procal moyement nothlng about the Prloress refers us -

I

to the Second~Nun.;'This, at least, is the general consensus -

| of cr1t1ca1 authorlty f E Talbot Donaldson is. the s1ngle

cr1t1c in my- readlngs who looks at the Prloress S - entourage,

. e

’m{and he- looks rlght past the Second Nun to the three

-

pr1ests.2 Nevertheless, the dlfﬁlculty of dlscu551ng the

-,

Second Nun w1thout 1mp11c1tly dlscuss1ng the Prloress should~‘- ,:

-

not be underestlmated. A qulck scan of the cr1t1c1sm w1ll"

A

show that the reverse is. not true.' It is customary t03
dlSCUSS the Prloress w1thout reference to the Second Nun.

fThe'non redlproc1ty in the def1n1tlonal relatlonshlp""“

between,the Prloress and the Second Nun has a number of

e

curious effects.‘ Flrst, 1t-places the~Second Nun 1n~a¢“‘

3

position of subordlnatlon. It also makes her 1n51gn1f1cant'

‘vin herself, and hence, agaln, d1ff1cult to discuss Ino '
isolation from the Prioress. Moreover, to describe what f



‘negatlon, absence, or 1ack Unlike Madame Eglentyne or.Dame

.descrlbed accordlng to her appearancew She is represented>

the Second Nun is in relation 'to the other two:women'

L

pllgrlms is" to make -a serles of statements indicating

Alys, the Second Nun lacks a title and a name. She.is.not
$ R v
nelther in terms of her body nor in terms of her driss. She

has no.face, no features, no golden hair, and- no small,

4

o . . o .
_rouno breastd 3 No colorg, no anlmals,.no_jewellery, no

0("'\» o

behaviors are assomuated with her. There are no secular

4

:associations. In the General Prologue, she ever lacks a

voice. . s ' !

Y

v Thus, what differentiates the Second Nun from the other -

two women pilgrims is'precisely the lack of differentiation.

~ She'is, of cdurse, dlfferent from the Wife of Bath in, belng

a reilglous woman, a nun, and from thexPrioress in being a

o _ ¢
chapla;n. ?here'is,~however, no dlfferentlatlon at an

individual level.. One is perhaps justified\in saying‘that

she has no characterrat ali} although thls assessment does

“not exhaust the p0551b111t1es ‘of her representatxon It

simply'means that we must Shift ground. The hon—character

~of thefecondlhu1w1ll.bedlscussed 1na number ofdlfferent'

b

contexts. the hlstorlcal position of nuns, some llterary

gbjtradltlons, the 1dea1 of woman in the Mlddle Ages, her

‘re{ation to the Prloress, and the Seggnd Nun's Iale. By

A

way of conc1usion,lsome general éemarks will be madgwgn‘the

11nk between the Second Nun of the General Prologue and\the'

)

Second Nun as teller of the legend of St Cec111e.

26



Hlstorlcal context 1s
11terary critic to work w1th
and ‘literature arevseldon‘
inevitaoly arbitrary. Whepvwe'consider the relatlons betqeen
history and literature as they intersect at the.category éf;
women, we may flnd, w1th Vlrglnla Woolf, thatAwe hav;
Created a monster. "It was certalnlp an odd monster that one
made up by reading the h;storlans/flrst and the poets
afterwards -- & worm winged—Iike an eagle; the splrlt of
life‘and beauty in a kitchen chopping‘up suet.'f4 ThlS odd

monsterpis what we will find in considering the relationship

,between the Second Nun and the historical position of nuns

in medieval England.

-The relatlve preponderance of nunskir the Qanterpurx
Tales, two of the three women pllgrlms,_ls dlstlnctly aty
odds with the historical proportions. The number of women

in monasteries in England'declined_steadily overall, from
¢

1250 to 1440. The largest decline took place between 1328

0 - _
‘and 1370, even taking into account the devastation of the

population from_the plague.5‘ The nnmbers hadrnever been

large_\\As compared to about six hundred monasterles housing
_some fourteen thousand men, there were only one hundred and
" thirty-eight monasteries_housing between fifteen hundred and

two thousand “women.® Women's monajigries were smaller and

poorer than either those ofrnenjlengland or those of their

7/
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iy

that elementary knowledge'o

counterparts on the Continent. In general, the status of v
women's monasteries,in England was low,'a culturai'fact‘that,’

~both produced and was’ a,product of thelr poverty and size.

Over half the monaséerles for women in England were

Benedlctpne, and it 1s.generally acceptedythat.the Prloress‘

and Second Nun are of this order. The Benedictine order had

4

three occupations: divine service, manual labor, and

reading. D1v1nepserv1ce is, of course, associated with the

'_Prloress in the an;g;bg;y Iglgg 0f the oth¢£7two

-occupations, manual labor was becomlng Ghdignified,‘and as

- I T . o
the universities became the center of learning, reading

became more restricted. Women were excluded from the
. ,

. \ .
universities, and the shift in the site dfylearning‘took

’

away any'juitificglion for l%arned nuns. Auns were, “in any

"case, restrictéd in the numbers, age, and sex of the pupilé

.

‘that they could take in to their monasteries. The duration

!
of the stay of pupils was also restricted. L ,

fa
-

nuns™as: "reading aunu singing the services of the church,

sometimes but not alwaf%uwrltlng, Latin very rarely after

?

'xhe,fhirteenth century, French very rarely after the

fourteenth century; needlework a en§r01dery, and perhaps

'posse551on of most ladles of thefchlass "8 }En none of

these areas did nuns of the later Middle Ages déﬁfeve either

thqncxpertlse‘or,renown of theit AngloaA

P

7
Y
]

predecesso

; ?f Al ugn.tnc 1ncrea51ng use L
"W ».u"lis, b : A e

Eileen Power sumn rizes the educatlonal attalnments of

28
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vernacular was of some benhefit to English nuns, making some

reading materials accessible, the declining value placed on

manual labor and the Stlll much restrlcted readlng materlals

resulted in intense monotony for the nuns.10 =
More might be said of the historical position of nuns
1n medleval England, but beyog%Athlg general outline, it is

more dlrecdiy related to the appearance of the Prloress than
BN .

the non-appearance of the Second Nun. One final hlstorlcal”

note on the -Second Wun's function -as "chapeleyne" is in
order. F. R. Robinson glosses "chapeleyne" as "a kin& of
secretary and pefsonal'assistant to the Prioress."11‘<The

r 7

modern associations may give this definitien too secular a
cast.. Eileen Power gf%es us somewhat different assoclatlons
in defining a "chapeleyne" as more of a companlon W1tness.12
| lThe function . of the Second Nun as a companlon to the
Prioress is quite clear. She is the external indication of
the Prloress s good neputatlon. ™ this respect, She opens
as largega gulf as could be imagined between the Prloress

and the Wife of Bath. As.a cog@anion, she guarantees the

‘Prioress's 'good reputation to theJQUtside world. As a’

witness, the Second Nun serves a more theological purpose, a.

pufpose recoghingle‘dn the modern word "ohaplain," but
given a different slant by virtue of the fact that this

chaplain is a medieval female.

. other rellglens, women were barred from performing or
’ %

initiating most of the OfflceS provided by the offlolal

P -

As they are today in the Catholic church, and in nény



2

J»

religious institution.13 The English medieval monastic
orders for women were no exception to this rule: hence at
least one of the "preestes thre" in the Prioress's company.

Although women may not perform §uih priestly tasks, they
AN ’ '

may, in this type of religion, perform a similar, but more
private function, as their sister's external conscience.

Theoreticallyr the Second Nun would not: only guarantee the

Prioress's good reputation; she would ensurg it.
In secular terms, the function of the chapeleyne is

. P
similar to that of.the Duenna. With this in mind, it is

interesting to note that the\deseriptiop_of the Prioress's
hs b S :
eating habits is a borrowing. frof an unflattering speech by

Duenna in the Roman de la Rose.l4 The description of the

Prioress h&s echoes of a secular duenna? the Second Nun

holds the equ1valent rellglous p051t10n., Although tshe
function of the ouenna is often d;%erteo in satlrlc

literature to a con51derat10n of her presumed and 1mm0ral

desires " as they relate to men, the essence of her functlon

J

remains untouched Her function is performed whenever, or

wherever, the male feels no de51re for the duenna. The
duenna's good reputation remains, as it were, by default.
In so far as tne Second Nun remains bodily‘invlsiole;
she may be said to fulfill her public function as cheplain
to the Prioress. Whether she fulfills that more pfiVate,
theological function is\a debatable matter which hinges on
the question of® how ?r fulflllment of thls role could be

represented According to Jlll Mann, nuns were thought to

g

04
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have the same faults as other women in medieval satiric .

c W
~

¢ S

[y

s _ R Co ‘ .
literature: "they are considered to be sensual, quarrelsome

p)

gftrecalcitrant; deceitful, fond of luxury, unable to keep a

secret, lacrimose, and hungry. for péaise "l15 Sister Mary

Byrne,

in The Ixadltxgn of -the Nun in Medieval

England, points out, however, that "[s]atlrlc materlals upon

=

the nun produced }n England durlng the perlod f:om the

twelfth to the‘mid-sixteeqth century are remarkably scant,

are for the most part nondescript and fragmentaryJ'INot

until the sixteenth century, Byrne notes, is "the nun . . .

.

attacked in ¢ manner not to be'distinguiShed from attacks

‘upon other women. n1l6

' Ingagdactlc and hlstorlographlcal literature, Byrne

traces tm% tradition of the simple nun to Aldhelm's De

‘,Laud;bus 21£g1n1ta11§. In this text, we may find both an

early articulation of the ideal and an enduring summary of

the type.l7 According to Byrne: o D

4

gl

This-nun-figure . . . is an 1deal embodiment of

f

virginity and of monastic decorum. Aloof from the
world, she is modestly retiring.. She cherishes

the solitude- her-cell. She.is doc1lely obedi-
¥

ent and studlous.v Urgedjon by. the flames of di*

vine love burning within fer, she pregses on trem-

‘ulously, longingly, towawd heaven. Impatient of

the trammels of the glesh and "breathless w1th

adoration", in anticipation of her heavenly occu- -

e



."‘

sighs and snatches of sacred song and pc
She cannot hide her tears; they well up

depth of compunction burdening her heart. Sweetly

satiated with the delight and regaTed with the

nectar of: the cd%?emplative'life, this .

7

"unblemish'd form of ’astity" finds noth§g'on

earth comparable to mer virginal joy.l8 e 2

b

Later, the admonitions and precepts of the ideal of %he

simple nun were directed to the anchoress. . The redirection

was both ideoldgig;l and representational. The RrRum—looked

- for her reward.in the next life; accordingly,ﬁggll wds

ielatively vague when ékpressed in terms of/this earth."”

The anchoress looked to both "é’mysticai union with Our Lord

on this earth as well as to a spiritual uhion hereafter.”

‘"Therefpre," Byrne continues "symbdlism is dropped and its

—-plaqe taken by metaphors boi.owed directly from the field of

.human love."19 Following th_s movement from symbolism to

metaphor, we mﬁght argue with Alfred David that the secular

32

poet became involved in a contgadiction, particularly when -

' metaphor moved to image. " [T]he poet,“ according to David,
;bf necessity, must communicate'by means of images."20 7The
more powerful the image, the less likely that the audiencé
will move beyond the.image to the spigituél reégity which
the image Qas'intended to evoke. 1In éupporg'%f David's

argument as it relates to Chaucer and the Canterbury Iﬁlﬁ;,



we may‘noteithat'sister'Mary Byrne d0es noh discuss‘
. Chaucer's representatlon ef the. Prloress both because it is
drawn from real 11fe, and because "Chaucer S portralt is
photographlc rather than sat1r1c."21 Is it p0551b1e, thenf
to represent, ;n image, the ideal nun?v:‘ 4

Judith Ferster, in'abdifferent context,'suggests ah
'answer._‘Discussing the‘BQQKZQﬁ the Dgghgss, Ferster says of
White (Fr. Blanche).that she is "onebof thesmany‘mediewal
fexamples oftwomen;who.are important becausehthey are
ﬂabsent."22 Absence'may berunderstood,‘here, in two ways.
White, for instahce,‘istery thoroughly represented as a

phys1cal body 'in the world In this sense, she is,present
R Y o

N

or represented She 1s.also, howewer, dead. ~In this sense,
we may say that she 1s an absence that operates powerfully
‘and perva51vely 1n»the poem. i
Hence,blt Wwas possible to represent phw51cally,:l
‘1maglst1cally, the ideal woman, but her phy81cal representa~
jtlon acts as an- absence. She is é;ther 1maglned, left
r behlnd, or unobtalnable, and. often all three at once. ‘At_
‘least in part the 1deal woman @bngtlons as. an absence for
the protectlon of her 1deallzat oan For ‘a- woman to act or
}1nteract, to change, to be_;n,process, counteracts

idealization; Change or mu b?ﬁity in the medieval world is

assoc1ated w1th the worldl J/not w1th the 1deal. In her.

4 Ve _

i ideal woman 1s, as Elleen Power
4 ) :

e. source of all romance and the

unchanglng perfectlon,
says,,“thewadored.one,r”

object of all worship,&?B.
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The very pinhacle of womanhood duriné“much of the

o

medieval period was the irgin Mary. Although the

-

understanding of the Virgﬁn changed remarkably over time, -

one attribute was donsiStehtly and uhchangingly hers: her
virginity.—’Marina Warner, noting the strength and

persistehce with which Méry's‘virginity'is ektolléd,

1

remarks, "The cult of Mary is inextricably interwoven with

Christian ideas about the dangers of the flesh and their

-

special connéCtion with women."24 The pattern traced above

about the ideal woman"is largely applicable to the Virgin
Mary. -She is physically reéresented, but is not seen as
bt : ) v

chqnging or acting. It is precisely her absence that is

functiohal.'

It may fai:ly”be argwed'thaﬁ the Virgin Mary's

‘functional absence is attributable to her position in the

Christian religion as it was understood in the medieval-

period. Her absence belies her spiritual -and iconographic
presence. The Virgin Maryy als'o, however, serves as a role

model of religious practiée.25 In other words, her position

in the medieval Christian religion.comes about because of

the kind of life she 1éd, or more prdperly,fbeCause of the
woman she Qash It is both unfortunate and telling that the
histoficdl essence of this woman from Galilee is her
virginity.- |

There are; of;courSe,.other mbdeis of religious
.piactiCeAin the médieval Christian religion, and like the

' model of the Virgih Mary, tHey were.understood differéntly



i~

at different times. Donald Weinstein and Rudolph M, Bell,

~

in Saints and Society, traée the developments of new -médels ~

of religious practicé that resulted in sainthood between
1040 and 1700.26 " wWomen's way to sainthood could be tortu-

Qus, and it;ﬁas_deiinitely affected by the biological mark

of her femaleness, but women found role models, religfbus
practices, that expresstd their deeply held religious
Beliefs. Nevertheless, Mary acgieyed_throﬁgh and because of
he% femaleness what no othér‘human could have atté&ned: She
attained"sémi-divine Status.27

The only other figure in tﬁ% medieval Christian
‘religion to have a similar statué.is Jesus. Like the Virgin

Mary, he is, in theory, an impossible ideal. Unlike Mary,

however, the model of religious belief that his life has

suggested is not -dependent on the biological mark of his-

maleness..The male is held to encompass the female, in, this
as in other matters. Not cqincidently,:qesus acis And he
chaqées. His life is rich with change: he learns, becomes
angxg;\suffers, and stfuggles. He undergoes‘prbcess, and he
thereby becomes a realizable ideal of religious practicé for
both'sexes. Mary, as the title of Warner's bbok‘emphaéizes,i
is Alone of All Her Sex. Iﬂterestingly enough, Cgrdline
Bynum describes women mystics of the thirteenth century as
stressing Christ's hdmanity: his "physicality, his
cor?oreality,. his being-in—thf—body-ness.'!28 They}
atte%pted myst}cgl uniog witthhristbthrough the Eucharist;

One might add that in using'éhis‘configuration of belief,

35

w
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~they also circumvented the VirgiﬁfMary as the ideal wdman.

36.

The female model belng 1mp0551ble, they chose the human

‘model whlch was male.z_9

Chrlstlan doctrine . allowed fon_the p0551b111ty of
dlrect contact with divinity, and for many women mystlcs

this opened'otherwlse unayallable‘posslb1l1t1e5.30 The

conception'of(the nun as bride oﬁfChrist is 'exceptionadly

rich, allowing the.possibility of a relationghip the male

counterpart of7which is the powerful.relatfonship.between

the prlest and God The vety emphasis on éhrist's physical-

4 ~-

‘;ty, hOWever, p01nts to the medleval obse551on with the

body, bUt partlcularly the" female,body ‘Thls obsess‘nn with

the female body is too well-documer - edftc rquire much

elabo:atlon here Phlllppe de NaVarre, in-Les Quatre bAges de

l\HQmmﬁ, says, "But if a woman keeps her body intact, all

’

her other defecﬂs are hldden and she Can hold her head

" . _-:*
:

¥ v,

hlqh"3l’ Ann Haskell, commentlng on: the representatlon of

,WOmen in. llterature, echoes the same sentlment, "a woman 's

v

| physical‘virtue superseded all chef*moral'consideratipns.

‘Indeed, phymiCal virtue was so important that it could

~apparently‘cancel out other varieties éf‘errors.

w32

For the rellglous woman, phy31ca1 v1rtue meant

v
B

Vifginity Although 1t was both poss1ble and acceptablek

practicé for wldows»to-become nuns, the 1dea1 entalled‘a?

V1rgln1ty.33 The empha51s ‘'on V1rg;n1ty created some»‘

oroblems ir tre early days 6f the Church s establlshment 34 i

:y theq.late;medleval;perdod, thegchurch hadﬁbrougr‘

a ! . A . Pl
X :
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marriage increasingly under its control and within the
sphere of the didébibgieally accebtable. Nevertheleés,

conflict between the ldeal of virginity and the necessity of

’

marrlage coﬁtlnued Often, as Georges Duby p01nts out, the

conflict took the form,of an institutional struggle: the

church pitted against the aristocracy.35 Within the fourth

estate,'the estate-of women, the sub-division of women

according to their sexual relations with men still placed

the virgin at the top, followed by the widow, and, at the

bottom, the wife.36 The v1rgln, according to Bernard of
Clairvaux,j"Was on a different existential plane'from-other_

human beings."37 and, the Church contlnued to reWaro women

with sainthood accordlng to the same hlerarchy of values

As Weinstein and Bell comment, "For women virginity was

everything -- once having given hp her maidenhood a woman

was 1rrevocably excluded from the select company of those
who lived in ‘Mary's 1mage."38
Virginity was a source of power 1in medleval Chrlstlan

thCUght as‘well as an ideal.39 Unlike other virtues,

virginity requiréd not'arstruggle to attain, but a struggle
R .

to ﬁalntaln No.subjective evaluation was involved, and no

-

goal was in v1ew- as Weinstein and Bell say, v1rgln1ty

admitted of no degrees; its loss was ';r'revocable.“‘l0 With

Q

the maintenance of virginity, however, came power. Marina .

Warner pqints'out'two ways in which the power of virginity

operated:

37
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.First, the Fathers of the Church. taught that the

v1rg1nal life reduced the special penaltles of the
. L3

Fall in women and was therefore hOly.ufSECODd the¢

--..,&
1mage o% the v1rgln body was the supreme image of

.uholeness, and‘wholeness was equated with

.~

4

holrness.41‘_ y : A : -~

L

According to Warner, tﬁe Churcthathers Mconceived .of a

"-\

virgin's body as. seamless, unbroken, a literal eplphany of

~

1ntegr1ty "42  The Vlrggn Mary's physical integrity was not

even broken by birth. The non-virgin was considered

physically open, open, that is, to sin, and imaged as the-

"gateway _to'Satan.'I43

The imbortance of virginity in medieval Christian

thought can hardly be over—emphasi;ed}__The,mother-of.JeSUSrhhh

38

has the epithet "virgin" permanently attached to her name. -

The Virgin Mafy's virginity was understood as a physicdl

I

whoservirginity dfd not signify the physical presence of the

hi;jn. Operatlng in medieval Chrlstlah 1deologY: the

fact, unlike‘th@ﬂuse‘othhe'epithet with Greek.gdddeSses

physieal presence of the hymen was the center around whlch'j

revolved a number of p0851b111t1es. To put it another way

v1rgln1ty occasioned a whole mode of mystlflcatlon. It was
4

re1f1ed converted to a grab bag of values."44 -This grab

- bag- of values came together in the flgure of the Vvirgin
Mary pure, chaste, unbroken, seamless vrrgln and mother.

This woman is women defined only in her’ sexuality apd only

\



her sexuality in relation to man's obsession with himself.
g /

Hence, {j/gg&fect woman was 1nf1n1tely manlpulable, as well
as unobtainable; always present, but not; and,absolutely

stable. The stable center of her definition is v1r91n1ty,

the physical presence of the hymen.

The understanding of the Virgin Mary as the ideallwoman '

changed over time. Her v1rg1n1ty never became unimportant,

but t}ere was ‘a Shlft 1n empha51s to her role aas meclator

v g

between humanlty and dlvinlty. Mary became, almost,. a'

goddess. Her divinity'was viewed strictly in terms of her,

y

<relationship to male divinity: Bride of'Christ, Mother of

God. Participating as she did in the divine, she became’

less a model to follow and more a figure to whom humans

-t

would turn when in need‘45

Thls elévatlon of the Vlrgln hary to the near status of

a goddess was; as Shaha; notes, not accompanleo b}

elevatlon of the practlcal status of women in general, .0r

even of the nun wfthlqkthe religious communlty.46 Indeed,

it may be that her elévatlon hadzanegatlve effect on women..

~ o
The consolidation and centrallzatlon of religious control

Wthh accompanled her elevatlon closed off p0551b111t1es for
womeh. Bynum notes that rellglous women of the thlrteenth
century were 1ncreaslngly belng seen "as an alternatlve to
and a cr1t1c1sm of wealth, power and of!10e."47 Women s
status as. cr1t1cs depended, howeVer, on their exclu51on from

;wealth, power ‘and offlce. Derek Brewer says that "another

. strange aspect_of‘the dichotomy between official and

39
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unofficial cultures was that it was also a sexual

\dichotomy."48 Men, and the masculine, congtituted thel

officiai’culture;‘women and the feminine were part of the
unofficial culture. ‘The Virgin_Mary's impOrtance in the

official culture may indicate either an assimilation of the

40

£s

feminine to the official culture, or the locus of conflict -

- between the two.

The two aspects‘of the Virgin Mary described above;
‘model and medlator, are but two aspects of an ever-changing
1oea1 These *wo are nelther mutually exclusive nor

conflned to the hlStOIlCal period E% which they arose.440ne

way of consrderlng the conjunctlons between the Second Nun's

Iale and the 21191255_5 Iale is in terms of the

Ny .

understanolng of the Vlrgln Mary. reflected in each. The'

SEQQQQnNgﬂlﬁ Iale ‘reflects the earlier idealization of Mary

as a modeél to be. followed: virginity as a source of
strength, submission,to'the will of God, and the miraculous
paradox ofﬁvirginity‘engendering fertility. “-\\

The Second Nunis‘male-is the légend of a Roman martyr

‘of the third century, St Cec111e. The story, in brlef, is .

of a young, well born Roman noblewoman who, although she has

chosen Chrlstlan v1rgln1ty,‘1s forced(go marry. She
B i
converts her husband Valerian on her wedding nlghta 1nxpart

by threatening hif.uith the vengeance of her'guardian angel,

‘_shouldrhe touch her, "or love in‘vibeynye" (lSF), and, in

\ A

part, through the ‘grace - of Geod:. "Valerian, corrected as God

: : ! ;
wolde" (162) Through Valerlan s request to God, Cecilie's
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v tedching, and the grace of God, Valerian's brother Tibgrce

is also converted. yMany»wonders'foilowybefore the brothers"

are given the choice by the_Roman prefect, Almaoﬂius,

either to saorifice‘ko ¢he Roman godsyor die. They die:
_ _ " o . :

"Hir souies wenten >01the Kyng of'grace™” (399). Almachius

sends for Cecilie do:give her the same choice of sacrifice:

kto the pagan gods dr death. She converts those sent to
b51ng her to Almachlus,_but Cecilie is finally brought
before him. The judicial debate between St. Cecilie and

Almachius”results in St. Cec11ie S sp1r1tual V1ctory and

»Almachlus earthly victory Almachlus orders, "Brenne hlre

.\\-
rlght in'a bath of flambes rede" (515). eraculously,'St

&
Cec1 ie stays fal coold“ (521),. leadlng Almachlus to. send a

messenger to slay her by "Thre strokes in the nekke" (526)

1

. She survives three days, bleeding, w1th hir nekke ycorven-

(533), teaching the faith. On St. Cec111e s request,-St;

Uryan burles her body with other salnts, and her home

o
bécdmes the chnrqh of St. Cec111e.

[

. The 'Second Nun's Iale, llke the Prioress's Tale, i

among” the works that Chaucer does not repudlate in h1st

Retraﬁtlon. It does hot "sownen into synne" (Retractlon,
LA VN ! oL Ll

‘1. 1086). Alithough not'mentloned specnflcally,l it would:

seem tovfall into the category oﬂ'works~that leads to grace
andosalyati%n: fBut of the translacion of Boece de
Consolacione,'a%d othere bookes of legendes‘of‘seintes, and

omelles, and moralltee, and devoc1oun,/ that thanke I oure

Lord Jhesu Crist and hlS bllsful Mooder, and alle the.
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seintes of hevene" (Retraction, 1. 1088-89), Like the

Prioress's Tale, the Clerk's Tale, and the Physician's Tale,
the Seggnd Nun's Tale is composed in rhymeroyal’.'1 n
' Iihe.genfé/ot'the Second Ngnla,lﬁlg is‘hagiography, a
field which is large,_complex, and fraugh; with controversy.

Hagiography is studied in a variety of academic disciplines,

giving riée'to problems of definition, typology, and

methodology.49 The commentatdrs' varied religious positions

- add further controversy.50 In literary studies, it is an

underrated, often neglected genre which tends not ‘to engage'H’

the modern reader as literature.5l Nevertheless,‘

haglography was enduririgly popular throughout the medleval
Eperlod 52 As an example of the“genre of haglography, the
Second Nun's Tale is generally recognlzed as thé best—

narrated example of a salnt S llfe Th Mlddle Engllsh
{

'poetry "33

For our purposes, it may be
hagiography_jrom akélightly abstruse rie, the angle of the

Second Nun's_Prologue; The Second Nun s Prologue contalns,

as does the Prioress’ S, analnvocatlon to the Virgin Mary.
v, '.

Compared to the Second Nun s invocation, . thé”?rloress s is

very short, and unlike the Second Nun, the Prloressolnvokesﬁ

tH® Lord first. Interestingly'enough, the emphasis in each

tale is a shift away from/that 1nd1cated in each prologue.

In the ' ess's Igle, the Vlrgln Mary is the Mother of',

God. She apsumes the role of divinity,: though as med1g§1ng-'

demi-goddess. In the Sggond Nun's Ialg she is absent Trom

AN

ufficient.to'approach~

N



the narrative, except as an implicit model.

. Another way of putting this gifference between the

'tales is in terms of the narratives of each. ‘In the

Prloress S Prologue, the Vlrgln Mary is relatlvely briefly
1nvoked, In her tale,_however, the V1rg1n Mary functions in

the narrative as an agent.O It is the praise which the

T - o €)
~little clerggon offers to her which sets the plot in motion,

and her miracle which sustains and'ends it. Speaklng in the

[

context of the anti- Semltrsm of the Prioress's IaLe, an

'aspect of the tale which will be addressed, John Archer

speaks of the "glorification of the Virgin Mary" which
ccurs in the tale 54 Y | |
occurs in the tale. ‘” k )

A

S In cbntrast, the Virgin Mary is whoily absent from the

Sgignd Nup's Tale, though very prominent in her prologue.

1 N . . :

Although her prominence in the proleogue is temporally
distanced from the narrative of the legend, it also makes
hHer, to borrow a”popular.metaphor, the backgroundfagainst

which we read the legend.55. One way of”explaining the

@

discrepancy between the importanoe of the Virgin Mary in the. -

prologue compared to her absence in the tale is by way.of

historical disjunction. The legend of St. Cec1lle,

: establlshed prlor to the r1se of the cult of the Virgln:

Mary Only later was the Vlrgln Mary constructed as the

embodlment, or dlsembodlment, .of ~the wvirgin 1§ga1. Hencel

;ghe invocation to Mary in the Second Nun' s Prologue may be

regarded as a later and disjunotive graft on to the legend,
’-f’ B
. o
one which re-contextualizes it.56
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The disjunction between th@‘prclogue anc‘tale is less
severe than it mlght have been. Marina Warner admirably
Lnotes and. explalns that the legends of martyri%had changed
focus by the tenth: century "from the defense of faith to the
defense of v1rgln1ty. Warner continues:

0w
[T]he @hristian struggle for perfection was no

“,longer intelligible as,. a struggle against the

‘autherltles w1thout. The Church had long ago'

‘trlumphed throughout the known world Christian

Lﬁ _struggle now concentrated on the enemy within.57

_gIt mlght not be qulte accurate to say that the Church had

n,ﬁJtIlUﬂphed throughout the known world " bette\7perhaps to
say that 1ts borders were in the process of belng defined.
The legends,do, however, change in their narrative focus.
" In the Chaucerian version of the legehd¥of St. Cecilie, the

refusal to worship-@agan gods is still an important

‘ harrative link. It‘precipitates the martyrdom. The first’

emphasis of the tale, howeuer, is St. Cecilie's vir~inity.

"Thus, althoughzthe Virgin*Mary is absent from the narrative,

the connection hetween her ané St. Ceéilie is the emphasis’

.on virginity{
. Sherry Reames, in her study of the sources of the legend

of St. Cecilie and the Chaucerian version, notes a

disturbing-trend in the re-telling oﬁzthe legend. Reames

" yexplains that Jacebus de Voragine

44



Q-

N

. e av

radically altered its [the legend's] implications

by emphasizing supernatural power at the expense

of human understanding and choice; when Craucer
retold it, a century later, he went even further

than Jacobus in eliminating the material -which in

the Passio had affirmed the value of human nature

and earthly experlence.58

Reames explains that the ¢hanges made by Jacobus de Voragine

and continued by Chaucer decresacse the involvement of the

tonversions. Corversion becomes miraculous, "a phenomenon

-

~altogether separate from the ‘ordinary, intelligible

processes of human deliberation and consent."99 st.
Cecilie's converts are not shown converting because of
knowledge or love; they are converted by an outside and

o

inexplicable. force. Furthermore ~Reames argues that the

.deletlon of the ach1evements of St. Cec1l;e s converts is

similarly cut short with similar effects:

Whereas the salnts of the Bgsalg were called only
to renounce worldly loves, those of the tale act
out, in effect, a total renunc1ation of themsélves
-- laying down ac'God s call not only their
worshlp of 1dols but thelr bellef that there are

things wqrth d01ng in this llfe, not only their

45

.understanding and will of the converts in thelr own
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cexual potential but their potentfal for under- -

standing and choosing, not only their lives but
their very identities.6Q
0

The re .1t of these changes is thatjthe ideal of perfection

¢

moves frow growth to renunciation; that is, Chaucer, like

Jacobus de Voragine, "mayfalso have been inclined to

visualize grace as abollshlng nature, not .raising and

perfectlng it."61 §

Ruth Waterhouse compares Chaucer S retelllng of the
‘legend of St. Cecilie with Aelfric s-retelling of the

=legend, and’ she notiges the samevchanges. St. Cecilie's

e’
LS

convgrts and their conversions are pared down to the 51mple

‘mor@*stress on Cecilia herself partlcularly on her

.
interview with Almachius and hervganal tortures."®2 The

L]

differences that Waterhouse finds significant between the

two versions center more on the "cumulative effect

o

suggestive of ¢ : distinctive modes of présentation.¢63‘

Chaucer's use of details seems to appeal more to our senses.

As Waterhouse saysy, "Chaueer through the Secgnd‘Nun sets out
v ; ' B

to creaté the more immediate impact, sometimes by. means of
! . . ¢ C «

greater particularity which may be.combined wiph an appeal

to the senses, sometimes by means of blatant’

sensationalism."04 ' Chaucer's description of the garlands or

“his description~of St. Cecilie's martyrdom'are but two

46



promlnent examples

There are other. ways of understandlng the changes 1n

!

the Chaucerlan version of the .legend. Paul Belchner, for

47

1nstance, sees the changes as 1mprov1ng the dramatlc effect.f

of the tale, while Ann Eggebroten suggests that "the .theme -

: vof Cec111a S perfect; n and fru1tfulness through spiritual
| : . » | . . | '
and physical chastitly is heightened by the laughable

‘"imperfections of Valerian, Tiburce,‘and flnally

‘1’

Almachius'65. These p0551b111t1es are 'not mutuwally -

exclusive Indeed, they p01nt to a new rellglous perceptlon

being dlrected at . older rellglous materlals. Another

L pos51b111ty is that the changes are an atbempt to overlay

_ the . 1deal of the legend with the 1deal of the Virgin Mary

current at the tlme of-lts:wrrtlng,, The changes are

‘effected through the stability of virginity.h

The-relationship between divinity and _humanity is

14

»legend, d1V1n1ty ‘has direct contact. w1th St. Cec1lle and her

converts.: Angels appear w1th great regular1ty.. St. Cec111e'

';,
and Valerlan recelve the two mystical crowns of red and

whlte,.of roses and‘lllles, of martyrdom and v1rg1n1ty.

After their martyrdom, the souls of Valerlan and Tiburce go

‘to heaven accompanled by angels.- Waterhouse p01nts out,

ﬂsymbols of

too, that these detadls all seem to happen at a 11teral:

level.' The roses and lllleS are llteral flowers as well as

§e

martyrdom and V1rgln1ty 56 The'angel that

appears to st. Cec111e and Valerlan is llterally present.'

®

, dlfferent in the prolo@ue than 1t is in the legend In theei.



As well,‘St.'Cecilie actively and aggressively‘bears witness
of and to God through herrconversiohs,‘her.preaChing, her
'day_in court, and finally, her martyrdom which’enables Per
to escape the world and achieve eternal.life.

It is probably of no little 51gn1f1cance that all the
..d1V1ne beings of the legend are male: from God to Jesus.to
the angels. And alil the humans,~except‘St.vCecilie, are
”aieo male. St. Cecilie operates not only in mascuiine
world, but in a male‘world; The focus on herlas the ageqt
of divihe intervention entails an emphasis on her
'oualifications for this role, an empha51s, phat 1s, on her

v1rgin1ty. It is her v1rgin1ty as a: female that allows her

to be in contact with divinity. 'Interestingly enough, Derek

Brewer notes that about the middle of the: fourteenth

century, "the 'sex' of angels in general came to be
represented as feminine."67 By this time, too, contact with

heaven was less direct and far{less regular. It also tended
. ) - ! . . !

to take a more private form. Virginity_was‘perceived as the

avenue throdgh whichMcontact'had been made with the divine

'by the earlier martyrs, and it remained a v1ablg’a§enue.
)

Martyrdom, however, .had ceased to be ‘the divine gf@n by

which God accepted v1rgin1ty. Jt was neither a fate to be

am
.embraced nor even a v1able option. . gﬁ

The prologue to the Secgnd Nun_a Tale is a kind of

-

mediation between the time of the tale and ‘the tiw: of the

telling of the tale. ‘The Virgin Mary is,. in the p Ologue,jjf”°f

,the mediator par gxggllgngg The teller of the tale anOkeS!Q}

[
' K

48



L
B o
3;-\1"‘. ¥y
<
s

Mary es:?"confort of us wrecches" (32); "hir lyves lechef
3 - _ '

(56); and "myn advocat" (68). The last description points
to the 1ncrea51ngly jurldlcal structure of both the Church

and heaVen,‘ The Speaker of the tale also asks the V1rg1n

lmary ﬁol accepte my bileve" (63). The»dlstance between the

,VSpeaker and the Virgin Mary is 1nd1cated by the references

'to the human self as one. of " us wrecches" (32) "Me, - flemed

 wrecche" (58); "my soule in prlson,j(7l); "the contagioun/0Of

my body" (72*73); and "I, unworthy_sone of Eve" (62); Mary,

~here, functions’ as the divine; God is noticeably absent“and

AN

= The last reference to the self as a "sone of Eve" has-

Jesus's importance is in relation to Mary.

provoked 'stme controversy 'as to whether the speaker could be

the Second #Nun, that quﬁﬁhether the speaker could be a

female.’ Except for thisf%%e epithet, there is nothing in

gthe Prologue to 1nd1cate:whether the speaker is female or

. /J.
/1 . i

,'"5male. "Robinson SUggeets that this phrase is appropriate to”

.4/.
a: woman because 1&“15 "a phrase of the liturgy regularly

. sung'%y the nunsﬂ"68 Vern Bullough, in*a different context,

-

ghves two 1ntnqgu1ng quotatlons on sons of Eve. The first N
a-

is from St“ﬁﬁerome "But if she serves Chrlst more than the

J
s
T

o
- Ca.

i (
: /; o B

world, ﬁ%en she will cease ty be a woman and will be “called
a man;’vThe second‘qu ation is Tron St.'Ambrose; "She then'

doesuyithout/worldly name, gender of‘body,-youthfulf

seductiveness, and garrulousness of old age."69 Women may

“?5%99ﬁe'éons of Eve by denying their femaleness, and in doing -

S
el o

so, they become not-womane In other words, they become men.
- _



';Among'many other thingsr onecmay'note that tﬁ% loss of
.the female body 1h these quotatlons presents lnterestlng o
bhoughts gertalnlng to. representatlon 1n llterature. xThe
absence of the female body may acgu1re a_special

f51gn1f1cance 1n llteﬁature wben placed 1n thls frame of
M
reﬁerence. To give an example,*the traces of the body of
' 3

the Second Nun Wthh are suggested in the General Prologue

4

may be sugnlflcant The relatlve absence of her body, or

[Ea

the code by which” absence operates, mlght speak as loudly as
the dress code of the other two pllgrlms.ggxi ”; | ?ﬁt

g While tnere may be traces of the body of the Second Nun
in the’ GenerallPrologue, thereyare no such traces in her
prologue or tale. 'The:trace‘that remains in‘the:prologhe'toz
the tale is the trace of a male body, that 1s,_the body may'
be either male orlfemale, zt is an ungendered body "The
code of absencek'however, makes the.maje body in this
~context, insignificant; 'Theiaﬁalogijith[the'gbrd_"man“‘is
particularly apt;:man‘is takengto'includepwomen,'in this as
in other matters. - o

In any case,'one shou1d.notehthat-the,bodies of:both

‘the Virgin Mary in'the prologue to the tale andiof_St;J'
vCec111e 1n the legend are very 1mportant elements. The two"“
are structurally bound together because of the V1rgln1ty of;
thelr bodies, because of the phy51ca1 presence of the. hymen.
St. Cecilie is mayde and martyr - (28). Thesegare.her'
distinguiShing marks, andrthey are echoed‘in the'Virgin_Mary

who is "Mayde and Moodér“w(36)r The movement of both the

T &
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prologue and the tale is to invest significance in tHe body

of each as virgin, and to show how the use of virginity in

leading to mother or martyr divests each oﬁbthem_of their

bodies. Given that the body,‘here,‘is'a source of

contagion, the correct use of the body in order to get rid

of it is a movémen£ in the righ£ direction. It needs to be
said again, ho;ever, that thi% isythe female body. The
simpie;dichotomy of body and spirit does not describe the
change; The female body must become first, an ungendered
body, a man, and thén, mové quard the spiritual plane via

o] . .
‘her ability to change from the female to the male body. In
~ ) ’ . - . )

« other words, where the ﬁéléubody has two stages , which may

J

Bé crudely defined as body followed'byﬁspirit, the female

body has three, female body to. male body to female spir;;g

,She enters the last stage by«wirtue of her prior qgal;fi—

’cationv'in having passed through the first.

We have herg what appears to'be two irreconcilable
aspects of;the rep:ésentation pf ideal women. On’the one
hand, there is the virtual absence of the Second Nun in .the
General Prologue, connected with or perhaps:disconnected

from the absence of fhe.female body of the speaker of the

prologue and tale. Along with this, there is the absence of

“ 7
‘the Virgin Mary in the legend itself, certainly connected to -

> .

the absenée of the!prologue, less qértainly to the Second

Nun. IWith‘regara to the speaker of the prologue and tale)

the absence is accompanied by a denigration of the body; On

+

the other hand, the body is very important to the

51



glorlflcatlon of virginity, for both the Vlrgln Mary and St.
'Cec111e. Sub§§551on to. the will of God as to the use of the

body leads agaln to the glorification of the female body.

'Mary s motherhood and St. Cecilie's martyrdom. It may be

noted that although -mothe:hood and martyrdom are

7structurally pagalleled, they are by no means equal.

"vNevertheless, both are seen to issue from virginity; and

3>v1rgln1ty is the link between them that remains of paramount

‘1mportance.' The antlthe51s between the body and the soul or

spirit, an 1mpo:tant-medieval religious concept, will not

quite resolve the problem since the spiritual ideal here

involves not the loss of the body, but the glorificatioh of .

the virginél body.

Theve&are many ways of attempting to reconcile these
[0 \”J
Ov J'

represem&ﬁtlons. Derek'Brewer'suggests that we recoghize  a

- division of the "feminine image" according to official and .

unofficial, and according to positive and negative
representations. Ekamples of the official and.positive
'fw;mage are the Virgin Mary ahd St. Cecilie. The Wife of Bath
is'én example,of the official and negative image.70
«-hithodgh this is an astute suggestion, it leaves the problem
of non—represéntation( or the ahsehoe‘of representation,
,hn%ptiqed and-unexplained.
. Another oossibiiity of feconcgliation'is the Ave-Eva

dichotomy and-myth. Unfortunately, both sides of this

dichotomy ‘are fully, bOdily represented. Insofar as there

can be bodies in literature, the Wife of Bath, for instahce,ﬂ

L
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©is as much phy31cally)represented as is, say, St. Cec111e.

" There are differences in the . meaning of,each physical

. representation, but neither is bodily absént. There is,

however, a difference in characterization or individualiza-

)

tion. St. Cecilie is almost as characterless as is the
. ‘,\ . . ’ ) » 4 . . ’
Second Nun, whereas the EharaCter, the individualization of

the Wife.of Bath has engendered an enOrm0ns amount'of

¥

speculation and discussion. In being almost characterless,'

—

St. Cec111e follows the typology of the %ero in haglooraphy
as described by Regis Boyer. Boyer says that:

\

!

“the hero,: the saint, has to be idealized: This
;principle explains the indifference towards his
physical nature. What we have to deal with is

types, not indlihdual oriindiuiduelized

personalities. And the-presentation of a function

assumed by a penson who represents ‘this type is
far more important to the authors thah the cut’ of
his biography. 71

or

It hardly needs to be pointed out that ‘the saint's physical

M

nature 1s not treated 1nd1fferently when the sa1nt is a

‘female. When the saint is a female, v1rgln1ty is an almost

o

essential_requ1rement.
Yet another possibility is that the dynamics of the

representation of the ideal woman,.since it depends on

representing and glorifying her body in order then to getg
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rid of Et,ﬁneverVttuly.approaches the ideal accotding'to

‘which the body becomes absent in the spirit ~ The female

o

54

body must be re-asserted at the splrltual levgi if the

genderlng is not to be: lost leen ghat the nderind
occurs at the level of the body, in ‘the phy51cal presence of

5
the hymen, the female body must be attached to the spirit.

The cycle of female bodyv male body, female spirit, 1nvolves

convolutlons at both the 1deologlcal and representatlonal

level. p © \ @

Carolyn P. Collette suggestS‘another possibility. She
argues'thatvthe theme of the legend is "that the appa}ent is

not always the real."’2 The imagery of /bli‘ndness‘ and sight

is,an obvious contribution to this theme. Moreover,

Collette says:

Seinte Cecile's name, apparently a thing, is in

reality a sign‘whose explication'demonstrates~a

o proper‘Christian attitude, for it looks beyond the

apparent to the real.',b.‘, The attitude with
O

‘ "whlch’one regards the name alone mattegs, as both-

)

Chaucer and the Second Nun know, the letter kills,

but the spirit saves.’3 A

ThlS is perhaps as satlsfactory an answer as any The

empha51s on the female body, when the 1deal is 1nvolved, 1s‘

51mply shlfted to the level of a symbol “The presence of_

4]

“the female body becomes absent in the symbol of the female

-vw -
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body, and @heuapparent slelght g‘

ORI

s !

1n the real.

N
)

One might sayt then, that the female body b ‘comes

absent”through assimilation to the'symbol. Thls ass1m11a-

»

i tipn'irequlres a drastlc s1mp11f1catron anq reductlon of the

female body to that part wh1ch signifies in the symbolf
Vlrglnlty, the hymen, is’the concrete ?mage,‘and however
abstract the guallty it is taken to stand for, it 1s
inevitably at ached to’ the female body. Theologlcally,
however, 1t must be detached from the female body, and it
is, apparently The mlracle of the virgin birth and the
mlracle of martyrdom are assimilated to the will of God, and
at the more prosalc level of the prologue, to- busyness.
Furthermore, as Collette says,‘ the letter-is
asslmllated to the spirit, the pames\are assimilated to the
symbolic level. The Virgln'Many, alread}'a symbol, is
1nvoked as a symbol, whlle St. Cecilie, through the
etymology of her name wuth wh1ch the prologue ends, is made
1nto‘a symbol. The sllppage‘between the apparent phys1cal

body and the reality of the symbol is inevitable, and

, probably necessary. The’two come’together in virginity, the

physical presence of the hymen,;Johan Huizinga speaks of
symbols this way when he says, "Symbollc a551m11at10n’

founded on common properties presupposes the 1deaathat these

properties are essential to things." Hulzlnga explaftns:

SN

Instead'of looking for the rélation between things

o



by following the hidden detours of their causal
. .ﬂ-'con%ections, thought makes a leap and discoveré

Q;their relation, not in a connection of cause or

effects, but in a connection of signification or

finality,74

In the gap,,the leap of thought,‘we may discérn the absent

female body. All %?at remains of her is her,significaQibn,
heré;ziginity. *, _ S o

- Symbblism, if it is to work, must connect two terms

* e

iﬁ 5 a third ternf75 It works, that is, in a hierarchy
since the conneétihg third term is the essential similarity.
Everything that.ddes-hot fit into the third £erm is
, ébandoned as non-essential. Among'othér things[;the,red

roses of St. Cecilie's garland are so abandoned in the

signification of her name. Huizinga notes that the redness

of ;osés‘symbolizes "the blood of the martyré."76 In the
sign-making of St. Cecilig's'name, red roses are abandoned

in favor of fire, the fire that burns: "brennynge evere in
.charite.ful brighte” (118). The dominant element of her
etymology i§ virginity: .Whiteness, clarity, fire,
"brighﬁness, light, lilies, 5hd‘purity. Fire is the single
element\hére that might connect with redness or martyrdom,

‘ , A , .
but it is used in the prologue rather in its assocrations$

FER}

With\light; just as "hevene is swift and round and eek

brennynge,/ Right so was faire Cecilie the white" (114-15).

Her bloody martyrdom is obscured in the sign—making.77
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AHOther way of® looklng at the connectlon between the’

prologue and the tale is that the prologue not only

_recontextualizes the tale, the prologue assimilates the

~

tale. : N T "

It is to be noted that the speaker of the prologue/gpéb

not advocate vircinity. ,The:speaQer advocates "feithful

'biSynesse" (24); as opposed to idleness. Faithful buéyness

‘inVolves not being a.virgin bBut focusing on the virgins, on

virginity. ﬂgﬁe speeker seems to preclude virginity as a
possibility; the eool is 1in prison} the body is a
"qontagroun“ (71-2). Virginity, as signirie; in botﬁ the
Virgin Mary and‘Sﬁ. Cecilie, is, for the speqﬁ#r, valued as

a symbolic rather than a physical possibility.

,Because wvirginity functions symbolically for the

speaker of .the prologue and tale, the speaker need not{5e~

'the SéEOnd Nun, need not be a virgin. Of coutsé; the

v

spéaker could be the Second Nun. - It is p0551ble that the
elevation of v1rgrn1ty, of virgins, to ‘&E\symbollc level
makes virginity at the_phy51cal level, 1f not 1rrelevant,
certainly less important., Phy51cal v1rg1n1ty might no
longer be seen to lead to the all 1mportant symbollc
virginity. In addltlon, for both the Vlrgln Mary and St.
, Cecilie the symbollc level of the ﬂeanlng of V1Yg1n1ty
acquires its 51gn1flcaﬁce in retrospect. In the later

Mlddle Ages, when martyrdom was not a. viable alternative,

and with "the wighte/ Of erthely lust and fals affecciopn"'

(73-4), the virgin of the speaker's present may not have
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~subordinated to the Virgin Mary in a way that ‘is analogous

©

found phy51cal v1rg1n1ty to be a guarantee of d1v1ne grace; ,

Crltlcal attempts to link the Second Nun of the General

58

Prologue to the speaker of the Second Nun's RLQngue and

Iale have been notlceablysrestralned Carolyn Collette, a.

rare exception, says in a footnote that her interpretation

is."concerned with Chaucer's thematic intent," and hence,

1gnores the great deal that can be said about the character

of the narrator and’ her relatlon to the mater1al"78 George

’

L. Engelhardt is an even rarer exception inrhis comment, -

-

"Thusnthe,taleS‘told by each of the women 'in the bilgrimage

Le the’Wife'of Bath the Prioress, and the Second Nun -- are

fantasles in which they project the character they fancy for

X

,themselves."79 . .ﬁﬁ"

“~ P S 9

r

Inéq?JEr to make the connectlon, both Collette and

Enaelhardt 1ntroduce the category of character, a category

Eh i &;‘
_%hlch'l have suggested 1s 51gn1f1cant to the qecond Nun

because of 1ts~absence. The most 1mmed1ate way 1n which
the SeconanUn is connected to -her prologue and tale is by
fx .

function. She is a w1tness-companion to the Prioress, just

as St. Cec111e 1s a witness- companlon, by the context of the

prologue, to the Virgin Mary. One mlght note that 1m the

»ieligious hierarchy of ¢the perlod,,st, Cec111e is

to the Second Nun s subordlnatlon to the Prloress 80 The,

]

connectlon cannot be pushed too far, slnce it depends on an

analogy rather than a direct connection. In neither part .of 5.

the analogy is character particularly relevant.
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8

Gender, however, is relevant. Thé_Secdnd Nun.must be

female to be a'satisfactory witness to the Prioress,’and the -

Virgin Mary and St.'Ceéilie‘ére structurally connected by

their virginity, an aspect stressed in th¥ P%ologue.\‘The

P

relation of character to the represented presence of the

.female'body,'of the comparative-absence thereof requ&res

- 59

further inVestigation. It may be concluded here th&m a

trace of tbe female body must remaln,' otherw1se,'

X

,.

vFﬁbse ce becomes extremelv compllcated ‘but the absence of

e

RS fu [

th female body mhst depend on its- presence. Dlspiacement

: LY
490f the body by the sp1r1t 1s true only for the ungendered

-/ body, not for the “fenale Sody.

T



Chapter II: Notes

1 An early example of the focus on the Wife of Bath
and tne Prioress as the only women pilgrims may be found in
William Blake's comment (1809): "The characters of Women
Chaucer has divided into two classes, the Lady Prioress and
the Wife of Bath. Are not these leaders of the ages of men?
‘The Lady Prloress, in some ages, predominates; and in some
the Wife of -Bath, in whose character Chaucer has been
equally mlngte and exact," .in Chaucer: The Critical

; voli» 1, Derek Brewer (London Routledge, 1978), p.
256. More recent examples might include: Hope Phyllls
Weissman, "Antifeminism and Chaucer's Characterization of
Women," in Geoffrey Chaucer: A Collection of Criticism, ed.™
GC. Economou, Contemporary Studies in Literature (New York: °
McGraw-Hill, 1975), pp. 93-110; and Robert ‘W. Hanning, "From
Eva and Ave," 580-99. : :

2. E. Talbot Donaldson, SQggﬁlng Qﬁ Qhaugg; (London:
Athlone Press, 1970), p.62.

3 Golden hair and small, round breasts are two details
of the conventional description of®what D. S. Brewer calls
"the ideal of feminine beauty.” Chaucer uses these two
details, and many others, to describe White in the Book of
the Duchess, 1. 858, 956. See D. S. Brewer, "The Ideal of
- Feminine Beauty«in Medieval Literature, " 257-69.

4 Virginia WoqQlf, "A Room of QOne's Own (London:
Granada, 1978 [192%]), p. 43. :

> Eileen Power, Medieval English Nunnerjes ¢l275 to
1535 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1922), pp. 214<

15; I am indebted to.this study for the information. which
follows " For a discussion of the resistance to arfd problems
of new; 1ndependent female orders, 'see Brenda Bolton, ,
"Mulieres 'sanctae," in Sanctity and Secularity;. The Church. -
and the World, eti. Derek Baker (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
1973), pp. 77-95. For a discussion of. the declipe of
‘Benedictine monasteries, sé¢e Stephanus Hilpisch, History of
Benedictine Nuns, trans. Sister M. Joanne Mug@ll
(Collegeville,” MN.: St. John's Abbey Press, 1958), Chapter
5, "Decline and Reform,” pp. 46-60. The declining numbers of .
. women enterlng monasteries may have been caused by a number
of factors: 1ncrea51ng urbanization and secularization, the
reform movement in the Church along with the resistance tb

60 | v
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new monastic orde}s for women, and the gradual erosion of
meaningful activities for nuns. The history of women's
religious expression seems to have taken a very different%
course on the contlnent.‘ ’

6 power, Medieval English Nunneries, pp. 1-3. There
is some variation.on the numbers of monasteries and the
- numbers of nuns. Powér, Medieval Women, pp. 89- 99, sets the

outside limit. at 136 monastexles, not including 10 .
Gilbertine monasteries, and at no ‘more-than 3,500 nuns,
¢.1350 (p. 89). I have used the fuller study throughout.

- Stephanus Hilpisch,-notes, "About 1500, there were still 84
Benedictine convents in England with 850 nuns. Most of the
houses were small priories; only 12 were considered wealthy
convents" (pp. 59-60). These figures may be compared with

. the situation in Germany a hundred years earlier, as noted .
by Friedrich Heér, The Medieval World: Europe 1100-1350,

trans. Janet Sondheimer (London: Weldenfeld and Nicolson, .
1962), who says, "Around the year 1250 there were some five -

hundred nunneries in. Germany, with a total populatlon of

between twenty—llve and thirty thousand religious" (pp. 263-

64). : i | O

7. Power, Meglexal.Enqllah.ugnnexlea, pp. 262-74, for
restrlctlonserower also discusses women's educatlon more

generally in Medieval Women, pp. 76-88. Casey, "Women 1n .
Norman and Plantagenef England,"  agrees with Power's -

assessment and dlrecﬂs the reader to further works on
womensg education in the medleval perlod (pp. 92- 3)

’8v Power, Madlezal Englleh Nunnexlea, P 260,

<9 On the achlevements of Anglo Saxon nuns, see Emlly

 James. Putnam, The Lady: Studies of Certain Signifigant
.Phases of Her - (Chicago: University of Chicago Prgess,
1970 [1910]), pp. 69-105; -Lina. Eckenstein, Komen
. Monasticism (New York: Russell & Russell Inc., 1963 -1
rand Susan Mosher Stuard, "Introduction,” 'in Womepn in
Medieval Socjety, ed. Susan Mosher Stuard (n.p.: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 1976). The achievements of Anglo-
Saxon nuns, and the high esteem in which they were held, is’
generally agreed on. TFor a brlef overview of the status of
Anglo—Saxon women, see Doris M. Stenton, The English WQQa_"

,1% - (London George Allen & UnW1n Ltd., 1957), P 1=
28., . »

10 Power, Medieval Engllah Nunnexlee p. 289.

. 11 Roblnson, p ' 655. o _
“ 12 pover, Medleyal Engllﬁh Nunnexleﬁ p - 62-63.



13 Chrlstopher Brooke’ Mgnggggllgs_gﬁ L A 6 T an
Rise and Development @f the Monastic Igﬁdgtggn

Y

(Hertfordshlre. Omega Books, '1974), comments reqardlﬁg.f

women's prayers: "there were a numbgr of reasons, sensihd'e

- and absurd, for supposing their prayers less efficacious
than thoee of men" (p. 168). This cultural denigration of
- women's rellglous expression was in addition to prohibitions
against singing the mass, preaching, and dispensing the
Qﬁcharlst Joan Morris, The Lady Hﬁﬁ a Bishop (New York:

Macmillan, 1973), traces the gradlal implementation of
- restrictions and prohibitions on;the'power and authority of
‘abbesses. who were, originally, quasi- eplscopal. The abbess
of Las Huelgas in Spain was the last to lose her quasi-
episcopal status. She held it from 1188 until 1874. For an
overview of the restrictions placed on. women religious, see
S. Shahar, pp. 22-23; -and Clara Maria Hennihg, "Canon Law
and the Battle of the Sexes," in Religion and Sexism:
Ipages of Wohmen in the Jewish and Chri@tian TraditiSns, ed.
- Rosemary Radford Ruether (New. York Simon and Schuster,
~ 1974), PP. 267 91. ' :

14 The Romance gilthe BQ&& by Gulllaume de Lorris and
Jean de Meun, trans. into English verse Harry W. Robbins;
trans. into English Florence L. Robbins, ed. Charles W. Dunn

(New York: E. P. Dutton & Co., Inc., 1962), Chapter 62,

~ "The Duenna tells Fair Welcome how women gain men's love,”
11. 100-126, p. 280.

15 3i11 Mann, Chaucer and Medieval Estates Satire: The
Literature of Social Classes and the "General Prologue'” to

t

the "Canterbury Tales" (Cambrldge .Cambridge University”'

Press, 1973), p 129,

| 16 slcter hary Byrne, The Traditions of the Nun in

Medieval ‘Laht (Washlngton, D.'C,: Catholic University of

"America, 1934)4 p‘ 182 : : .
17

written at the close of the seventh or in the early eighth
century, p er51sts intact and with the acquisition of very
few addltlons throughout the entire period [the seventh to
the sixteenth century]” (p. 62). The counterpart of ‘the
simple 'nun was the dabbess, drawn largely from the Historia
Ecclesiastica of Bede., See Slster Byrne, pp. 73- 110 .////f

@ .L8 Slster Byrne, pp. 41-42

19 Slster Byrner pp. 56- 57
20

Chaucer's Poe
1976), p. 6.

‘Sister Byrne notes that "the ideal nun-figure
presented in the De Laddibus- Yirginitatis of Aldhelm,-

Alfred Davi The St pet Mnﬁer Art and Morals in
’ i : Indiana University, Press; .



21 sister Byrne, p. 173.

.22 Judith Ferster, Chaucer on Interpretation
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), p. 69.*

23 Pover, Medieval Women, p- 35.

+24 Marina Warner, Alone of All Her Sex: Ihe Myth and
the Q#lt Q%7Lh§ Virgin-Mary (London Pan Books, 1985
[19761), p.

25 on the Vi:gin‘Mary as a model, see: Sister Byrne,
who says that in the writers who, following Aldhelm,

consolidated the ideal of the’ simple nun, "The Blessed

Virgin is consistently given, as in Aldhelm, as the supreme
model™ (p. 53); Donald Weinstein and Rudolph M. Bell, Saints
and "Sofiety; The Two Worlds of Western Christendom. 1000-
1700 (Chlcago Unlver51ty of Chicago Press, 1982), p- 87;

and Warner, p. 77.

26

Medieval Haglography," Church History, 50 (1981), 20-32.

27 The status of the Virgin Mary in the medieval

religious hierarchy is exemplified in Chaucer's prayer in
th® Retraction: "that thanke I oure Lorde Jhesu Crist and

,hls bllsful Mooder, and all the seintes of hevene" (1089).

stephen Wilson, Introduction, Saints and their Cults, ed.
‘Stephen Wilson (Cambridge: Cambridge -University Press,

1983), says, "Worship proper (latria) was due to God alone;
the saints were to receive only veneration (dulia); while
the Virgin Mary was to be honoured with hyperdulia" (p. 4).

28 caroline - ‘Bynum, "Women Mystics and Eucharistic
Devotion in the Thirteenth Century," Women's Studies, Vol.
11, nos. 1 & 2 (1984), 188. Goecdich makes a similar

observation: "Mystical union with God was often accomplished

through several stages which stressed the human character of
-Jesus as expressed in the devotion to the "~ Infant Jesus, the
Sacred Heart and the Eucharist" (30).

29 . once again, the male is uynderstood as including the
female. Weinstein and Bell describe two types of saints in
the period of their study: ,-masculine type and an
androgynous type. Both men and/women fall into the latter

Welnsteln ang Bell, espec1ally Pp- 220 38. See, .
also, Michael Goodich, "Contours of Female Piety in Later

63

\

category; only -men fall into the former. Weinstein and Bell_.'

also note that the saintly ideal of the thirteenth through
to the fifteenth century tended towards the androgynous type
(pp. 237-38). Accordingly, the number of.women who attained
sainthood was unusually high during this period, reaching a
peak of 2{\? percent in the flfteenth century (for the
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thirteenth-cent%ﬁy, 22.6 percent; for the fourteenth

century,. 23.4 percent). These figures should be understood

‘in relation to the overall percentage of women saints

between the eleventh and eighteenth centurles, that is, 17.5

_percent. Wilson - suggests, "The imbalance is to a

considerable extent offset by the importance of devotion to
the various manifestations of the Virgin Mary, but neverthe-

64

less remains a bias of very great significance, the more so

in that women seem always to have participated fully in

saints' cults, and ‘that in modern European peasant
societies, at least, religion is something of a female
specialty" (p. 37). Wilson's masculinist bias is showing
here in a variety of ways. See Weinstein and Bell, Chapter
8, "Men and Women,"™ pp. 220-38, for further discussion of
the statistical and conceptual intricacies. Goodich notes

that women saints investiga*ed for unorthodox ‘beliefs’

"apparently escaped the onus of heresy for the following
reasons: 1) they lived in cloisters under g madified rule .
. . 2).they finally accepted the direction.of a recognlzed
male religious order; and 3) they denounced heresy :
Socially they seem to have come from a hlgher class/ than
their heretical sisters, who emphasized the:total: eouallty
of believers, including women, and refused to accept the

authority of a male-deminated: church" (32) It would seen’

that the human or androgynous model was male ln more ways
than one. : . L e s :

30 rhe increasing 1mportance of the anchoress in
England is one .manifestation of- these possibilities
Désiree lest,~"The Catholic Concept of ‘the feminine," 1n
Women. Literature. Qrutlgxsm,-ed.oﬂarry R. Garvin
(Lewisburg, Penn.: Bucknéll Unlver51ty Press, 1978), pp. 60-

;A'.

'y

.71, develops the argument smore -fully. ° In :addition to

suggesthggthe importance of dlrect .contact with d1v1n1ty,
she notes the introduction®f the. 1dea of Jesus as Mother in

Juliana of Norwich, and the tendency to femirize the Holy
Splrlt (pp. 68-69). ' . ,

31

5
‘ 4

32 ann s. Haskell, "The Portrayal of Women by Chaucer

and His Age," in What Manner of Woman: Essays on English and
American Life and Literature, ed. Marlene Sprlnger (New
York- New York Unlver51ty Press, 1977), p. 6.

33 'Slster Byrne, speaking of the tradition of the

" simple nun fiqure, comments that by the time of "the Middle

English mystic-ascetic literature, many of the detailed

elaborations of the De Laudibus ylrg;ngtat1s are dropped.
Virginity alone of the time-honored points is left. From

now oh the sublimity, the superiority of virginity, the

In Julia O'Faolain and Lauro Martines, eds., Not in
God's lmagh Women. in Histdry from the Greeks to the
. Victorians (New York Harper Colophon, 1973) p. 141. '



means of preserving it, its heavenly reward are emphasized

even more than in the-past" (p 63).

34 . Marc Glasser, "Marrlage in Medieval Haglography,
- Studies- %n ‘Medieval and Renaissance Historys IV (1981), 3-
34, remay ‘3 he. difference in the conception of marriage
between =& ate medieval period when marriage was
“increa 1n§1y'ﬁaewed as, a "meritorious relationship” (23),

with ‘the eﬁpbﬁ51s on "the significance of the relationship

of the saint to his or her spouse, children, and social
community" (24); and the early legends which tended to be
either anti-matrimonial or anti-sexual (15). Mary R.
Lefkowitz, Heroines and Hysterics (New York: St. Martin's
"Press, 1981), suggests that women in the early Christian
period, especially martyrs, were"often‘seekindﬁkolutions to
problems in this life, not only "with attaining perfection

in the next" (58). "We may regret," she continues, "that .

‘these men [the Church Fathers] did not also wish to realize
how Christignity in its earlier stages also met a social
need of releasing women from the hierarchical structure
. imposed by patriarchal society, which the church in its own
organization would increasingly incorporate and emulate" (p.
58) .

35 Duby;wﬁ; 282 Duby's preferred terms are those of
his'title: 'knights and priests. His disclaimers notwith-
sta dlng,,wtbe‘gﬁdy of his title is no more than a filler

- between the Kn ght and the Prlest who remain the focus of

his attention; .-See- ‘Christine Faure, "Absent from History,"
trans. and 1wtrod .Lillian S. Robinson,Signs (1981), 68-
80; and Susan Mosher Stuard's reply to Fauré “The Annales
School and Feminist History: Opening Dialogue with the
American Stepchild," Sign&: 7 (1981), 135-43; and Jane
Tibbetts Schulenburg, "Clio's European Daughters: Myoplc
Modes of Perception," in The Prism of Sex: Essays in-the

- Sociology of Knowledge, ed. Julia - A. Sherman and Evelyn
Torton Beck (Madison:.University of Wisconsin Press, 1979),

pp. 33-33; for femlnlst .critiques of this kind of hjstorical

approach "and “the implications for the history of women.

Peter Brown, The Cult of the Saints: Its Rise and Function
in Latin thlﬁtlﬁnlty (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1981), sees the same conflict in the early Christian
period as Duby sees in ‘the later period: a conflict between

he church and the aristocracy. Brown, however, sees it as
a conflict between the family and the church community (p.
31). He says, "It is far from certain that what we have
*been calling, for the sake of convenience, 'the rise of the

cult of the saint§' in the 1late fourth century was any more

than the vigorous appropriation of this cult by the bishops
and the ruling classes of the Roman Empire’” (p. 33).
Women's part in this conflict should be understood ke ping
in mind the fact that women and the poor were- not citizens;

they were, however, part. of the communlty in Christian
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terms, and some women were powerful members 1ndeed (p. 44-
47). See, also, note 34 above« '

: 36 One of the well-known m taphors for expressing this
: hlerarchy was taken from Matthew 13: 8 and 23 (King James
Version), the ‘parable of the the sower: "But other [seeds]
fell into good ground, and brought forth fruit, sowme an
hundredfold, some sixtyfold, some thirtyfold" (13: 8). The
text was glossed as indicating the rewards of heaven: for
the wife thirtyfold, for the widow sixty, and for the virgin
an hundredfold. Sister Byrne comments that this metaphor was
-so common in didactic literature that. "[a] mere allusion to

" “#fthe 'hundredfold' . . . suffices, consequently, to suggest:
<'the whole tradition and to conjure up the presence of the.

ideal nun as pictured therein" (p. 65). For the use of this
metaphor in Piers Plowman to indicate,grades of perfection,
‘see the argument of Morton W. Bloomfield, "Piers Plowman and
the Three Grades of Chastity, Anglla 76 (1958), 227-53.

37 ‘As paraphrased by Shahar, p. 27. -

38 Weinstein and Bell, p. 87.

39 PRirte Carlé, "Structural Patterns.in the Legends of

the Holy Women of Christianity," in Aspects of Female
Existence, Proceedings from The St. Gertrud Symposium "Women

in the Middle Ages," Copenhagen, September 1978, ed. Birte
Carlé et al (Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 1980), pp. 79-86 is a
short study. of the ideal of virginity as a source of power
" for women. A longer study is Anne Llewellyn Barstow's Joan
of Arc: Heretic, Mystic, Shaman, Studies:in Women and
Religion, Vol. 17 (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen ?reSs, 1986) .

40 Weinstein and Bell, p. 73. ‘”'\_- .

41 Warner, p. 72.

.52 Warner, p. 73.

43 Shahar, p. 23. Tﬂb idea comes from Eve's part in

the-Fall from Paradise. See also John A. Phillips, Eve:

The
History of an Idea (San Franc1sco. Harper & Row, 1985),
Chapter 5, "The Devil's Gateway," pp. 55-78. The porter at

the gate” is a related metaphor of great importance in the -

medieval period. It is to be found in the Boman de la Bgaﬁ
in the figure of Lady Idleness, and significantly, in the
prologue to-the Second Nun's Tale, 1. 1-3. ‘Paul M. Clogan,

66

"The Figural Style and Meaning of The Second Nun's Prologue -

and Tale," Mﬂdlﬁlillﬁ et Humanistica, 3 (1972), New Series,

notes Chaucer's use of the metaphor. "in the Kn;gh;_& Ialggﬁﬂ

(A1940) and again in the Earsgn_s Iale (1714)“ (219) .
44

3

0" Faolaln and Martlnes, p 137
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45 The ﬁmportance of the Vlrgln Mary .as an 1nteroessor
or mediator between humanity and d1v1n1ty duxlng the- later

Middle Ages is; almost, a commonplace. See, for- 1nstance,‘

Shahar, p. 24; Penny Schine Gold, Ihﬁ Lﬁdi & The !l;giﬂl
Image, Athltndsl.and.Eerxlengs.ln

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985), p.»71, w.,hoY

were role-models (but see note 25 above), d Power,
Medieval English Nunneries, pp. 513-14. The best-known
example of the Virgin Mary as mediator in Chaucegr's works is
"An A B C.". For the Virgin Mary as ;n;e;yg ix in her
role as mother, see RAlexander Weiss, Na;lye
Heritage, American University Studies Serle&wIV, English
Language and Literature Vol. 11 (New York: Peter Eér
Jgoigho says,—"For, to carry the familial metaphor a
just as the earthly mother frequently’ sgands

argues, also, that neither the Virgin Mary nor#the sélnts
b
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e

ng, -
tep -

betweehmthe wrath of the father and the erring child, &0 the -

‘Virgin, as mother, stands- between the wrdth of God. and his
erring children" (p. 132). Derek Brewer, Chaucer In His -

~Time (London: Longman Group Ltd., 1973.[1963]), confirms

Weiss's statement in the earthly, familial sphere;, saying
that in Chaucer's works, "A father is clearly a formidable

person, who is capable of arousing resentment as well as
love and 'respect" (p. 70); while "[a] mother is a kinder, .

softer, sweeter person, more loved and less respected, who
also has a scrap of-joy that the father misses"” (p. 70). F.
R. H. Du Boulay, An Age‘of Ambition: English Society in the
Late M;ddle Ages (New. York: Viking Press, 1970), commenting
on the significance of the Virgin Mary as an intercessor,
says, "More extremely, the flgure of Mary, half-mother,
half-intercessor, might seem in an age of rare suicide an
~alternative to despair itself" (p. 151). Kathleen Casey,
"The Cheshire Cat," says, "Long an enriched symbol of the
Great Mother or the.m stery at Eleusis, Mary now became
Queen not only of the'chivalric courts of Heaven but also
the quality of mercy itself; pacifier of city strife and
agent of repentance.. She stood for women who were . expected

to’'soothe all tensions, save their own" (240). On the
figure of the mother, see also Chapter III, note 53, below.

Shahar, p. 32.
47 Bynum, p, 195f
48

<

Press, 1975 [l974]), P 17.

49 Haglograp@y is studled u@der such academlc
disciplines as: religion, soc;ology, caltural” anthropology,
psychology, folklore, and history. An earlier list of the
‘categories under which hagiography might be studied is

‘ Derek Brewver, "GOtth Chaucer, in Geoffrey
Chaucer, ed Derek Brewer (Athens, Ohio: Oth University

P



provided by Paul Peeters,‘“Hippolyte Delehaye: A Memoir," in
The Leg > the Saints, by Hippolyte Delehaye, trans.

. Donald Attvater (New York: Fordham University Press, 1962

- [1905]). Speaking of Fr. Delehaye's range of critical

_ haglograph}cal criticism are represented: church history,
general history, philology, archaeology, epigraphy,
paleography, semantics, liturgy, folklore. Even canon law

'has a place"(p 203).. ’ o :

50 In the blbllography appended.-to Saints and their

“4°Cults, ed. Stephen Wilson, religious positions are a

relevant aspect of the annotations, for example: Jesuit
scholar, Benedictine, Bollandist, Italian Protestant, lapsed
Catholic, official Catholic, and "loosely feminist"
.(Stephen WllSOD, Annotated Bibliography, PP 309-417).

o 51 At a recent symp031um entitled "Hagiography and
Medleval Literature,” it was noted- that "the literary
dimension, both. haglographyﬂponsidered in literary terms and
the relations of saint's lives to other literary forms
(apartvpexhaps from the gxgmplum) had received little
attention" (from "Discussion," in Hagiography and Medieval
L;tg;g;u;gL A Symposium, eds. Hdns Bekker-Nielsen gt al
(n.p.: 'Odense Un1vers1ty Prsss,,1981) pP. 159)

52 One ‘may w1sh,to oeflne the limitations of the
meaning of . "popular" in this context. Evelyne Patlagean,
"Ancient Byzantlne haglography and social hlstory," trans.

N

v Jane - ‘Hodgkin, in Saints and their Cults,: e Stephen

Wilson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), PP-
1Q1-103, discusses the 1nadequacy of the term "popular" for
the 'period ‘of her inquiry. ‘Many of her comments are
applicable to the use of the term in any historical period:
the term. is inappropriate when applied to 'the saints or the
writers of saints' lives; 'it’ cannot adequately describe the
~ diversity ‘of hagiographic ertlngS’ and it does not address

“the multiplicity of its uses in- a glven culture or over a
P _ .

' given time period. 2l
g _ P [\ , &
53 c1ogan,/él3 '

54 - John Archer, "The Structure of Anti- Semltlsm in the
mmsumg thumm;ﬂ 19 (1984~ 85), 46..

55 The metaphor is notably used’ by Erich Auerbach,
ijuﬂilﬁ trans. Willard R.‘Trask (Prlnceton, N.J.: Prlnceton
University Press, 1953), p. 4 passim. My use: of the

- metaphor in this context has, 1neV1tab1y, resonances. of Mary
Daly, Gyn/Ecolegy: The ‘Metaethigcs of Badliil Eﬁmlnlamv

(Boston. Beacon Press, 1978), p. 3 pa551m.<
. 56 :

The cult" of St. Ce0111a (Cec111e) became popular in

68

. articles, Peters says that "all the disciplines pertinent to
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the fifth-century, and her feast is celebrated November 22.
There is virtually no evidence to support her hlstorlcal
existence. See David B.-Farmer, The 0xford i pary of
Saints (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), pp. 7 -3, and M. J.
 Costelloe, "St. Cecilia," New Catholic
J. P. .Tatlock, "St. Cecilia's Garlands and Their Roman
Origin," PMLA, 45 (1930), 169-79, discuss the orlglns of
the legend, with special reference to the passing of the
symbolism of the garlands from the pagan,f Roman culture to
the Christian culture. Russell A. Peck, "The Ideas of
'Entente' and Translation in Chaucer's Second Nun's Tale,"

Anpuale Mediaevale, 8 (1967), 17-37, also discusses the re-

contextualization of the tale: the prologue provides a new

‘context emphasizing the themes of translation and idleness,
Mary being "the greatest translator of -all” (22); the tale's
placement prior to the Canon's Yeoman's Tale, as its
antithesis; and its relationship to the Parson's Tale, "it
explores in poetic terms what the Parson explores openly,
once poetry has been put aside" (37). An article which
arrived too late ‘to be included in this thesis is Janemarle
Luecke's "The Three Faces of Cecilia: Chaucer" 5 Second Nun's

Tale," American Benedictine Review, 33 (1982), 335-48.
Luecke also argues for recontextualization as a way of

understandlng the tale. The three faces of St. Cecilia in
Luecke's title refer to the Roman Cecilia; the medleval
Cecilia, and the modern Cec111a..

57 Warner, p. 70.

f///FSB Sherry L. Reames, "The Cec1l%a Legend as Chaucer
herited It and Retold It,™ 1980), 39

E
_ b\\gsjées( 51. . - .

60 Reames, 54. _ I

61 Reames, 57. :
62 Rutn Waterhouse, "'A Rose By Any Other Name' Two

Versions of the Legend of' Saint Cecilia,™ Nggph;lglgg;ﬁghe
Mlttellungﬁn Y79 (1978), 128: N ‘

. »63 Waterhpuse, 126.

64 Weterhousey 132. oo
65 PaulvE. Beichner, "Confrontation, Contempt of
Court, and Chaucer's Cecilia," Chaucer Review, 8 (1973-74),

- 199; and Anne Eggebroten, "Laughter in the Second Nun's

Tale: A Redefinition of the Genre," Chaucer Review, 19
(1984-85), 60. I would hesitate to suggest that any of the
critics mentioned here would agree with-any of the others.
. It would be difficult, for instance, tO,K concile Reames's

e

r (1967),

" 69
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”l“s with Beichner's llterary concerns.
-Where Reames understands the cuts to imply theological
pessimism, Beichner“sees the cut of repetitious material.

66 Waterhouse, 133,

67 Brewer, ‘“GothiC' Chaucer," .p. 17. -

68 Roblnson, p. 755. Norman E. Eliason, "Chaucer's
Second Nun?" Modern Language Qgg;;g:ly 3 (1942), 9-16,
argues that the Second Nun is a scribal’ interpolation, in
part basing his argument on "the incompleteness of the
- description of the Second Nun" (10). Granville Sydnor Hlll,

"The .Hagiographic Narrators of Geoffrey Chaucer's
‘Tales: The Second Nun, The Man of Law, The Prioress," Diss.
Rice University 1977, argques that &the narrator of the Second
Nun's Tale is a Chaucerian narrator like Chaucer the
pilgrim, or the narrator of the Book of the Duchess; the
Parliament of Fowls,-or the House of Fame (p. 50). Like
Eliason, she bases her argument, in part, on . our
expectatlons in the. Qan;erngry Tales of a realistic

character, a "visible narrator" (p. 73). Mary Elizabeth

Giffin, Studiee'gn Chaucer ‘and His Audience (Hull, Que.: Les
~ Editions <<KL'Eclair>>, 1956), pp. .29-48, arques for the
- occasional nature of the poem, distinct-from the ante;bu;y
Tales. -

69 vern L. Bullough, "Medieval Medical/;nd Scientific.
Views of Women," Viator, 4 (1973), 499. .
70-

* Brewer, "Gothie Chaucer," pp. 17-18.

A

, 71 Regls Boyer, "An attempt to define the typology of
medieval hagiography," in Hagjography and Medieval

Literature: ‘A Symposium, eds. Hans Bekker-Nielsen et al
(n.p.: Odense University Press, 1981), p. 31, emphasis in

original. On the lack of individuality, see, also the

Foreword to The Golden Leggnd of Jacobus de Voragine, trans.

and adapted by Granger Ryan and Helmut Ripperger (New York:
Arno Press, 1969 [1941]), p- X1. .

72 ’Carolyn P. Collette, "A Closer Look at Seinte

337. ]

73 Collette, "A Closer Look," 342, emphasis in
original, . ’ ‘

74

Johan Huizinga, The Waning of the Mlddlﬁ BAges,

' trans F. Hopman. (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1954 [1924]),

p. 203. .

75, Huizinga, pf 203 £f. L

70

Cecile's Special Vision," Chaucer Review, 10 (1975-76),_
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&

76 Huizinga, p. 203. E oo

| 7T Chaucer is following the etymology of The Golden
Legend. The structural counterpart to the red roses is to
be found in the tale: the "flambes rede" (515); and the

bloody sheets (535-6). Russell A. Peck, "The Ideas of"

'Entente’ and Translation,” notes that the burning image of
the fkologue is "analogous to the tradition of Mary of the
burning bush, which presents the Virgin as the container of
divine fire" (24). For the argument that the fire of the
prologue is related to sexuality, and for an interestlgg

discussion of the iconography of the tale, see V. A. Kolve, -

"Chaucer's Second Nun's Tale and the Iconography of Saint
Cecilia," in New Perspectives in Chaucer Criticism, ed.
Donald M. Rose (Norman, OK: Pilgrim Bogks, Inc., 1981), pp.
137-74." Kolve focuses on St. Cecilie's martyrdom because
that is the focus, "for the most part," of representations
of.her (p. 141). For an interesting comment on St.
Cecilie's death by the sword, and the regularity of this
means of death: for martyrs, see Fr. Delehaye, p.72.

18 Colletté, "A Closer Look," 349, n. 9.

79 George L. Engelhardt, "The Ecclesiastical Pilgrims
of thevggn;g:pg;y'mglgﬁ: A Study in Ethology," Mediaeval
Studies (Toronto), 37 (1975), 295. Since writing this,
another article which deals w1th all three women pilgrims
has come to my attention: Robert S. Sturges, "The Canterbury
Tales' Women Narrators:. Three Traditions of Female

Authority," Mgdg;n_Lgnggggg ﬁ;gd1g§J Vol. 13, No. 2 (Spring
f 1983), 41~ 51

80  For thé place of the saints in the divine

'hhierarchy} see note 27 above. According to Wilson,

"saints, moreover, were to be venerated, not in themselves
but only as possible "channels of grace" from God" (p. 4).
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Chapter III: The Prioress

.One of the ways in whlch the fourth estate was
subdivided during the Mlddle Ages was accordlng to women's
sexuality as related to men: virgin, widow, and wife. Thev
Parson;divideg women'this'way in his remedies against
"leccherie," and women were categorlzed this way under the
law.l If the Prloress ‘could be defined as a w1dow,~the
Second Nun as a v1rg1n, and the Wife of Bath as a w1fe, we-
wéuld have a neat paradigm for understanding the'threé women
pildrims of the Q@nLg;ﬁL;y Iﬁi;ﬁ.o Unfortunately, the
paradigm does not.work. The Wife of Bath might be
considered as either a-“wife or a widow, hér‘title\
nozwithstanding. The Prioress might be a widow or a virgin,
and in the religious éehse,‘éhe might be considered a wife,-
.tﬁe bride of Christ. As with the“PriOréss, so too with th
Second Nuh: she might fit any of the categories, although
the religious senée of bride is’unlikely_td be used in this
contexﬁ. g |
et anothéf.way in which the fourth estate was commonly
"subdivided was according to the perception of women's
institutiOnai atfiliations: relig}ous women and secular

women. This paradigm holds up somewhat better. The Second

Nun and the Wife of Bath are* easily discernible as,



respectiyely, a relidious woman and 'aA secular woman.
Although the Prloress cannot be neatly placed in either
renresentation in the General Prologue is a curious mixture
of two codes or categorles more accurately designated as
: rellglous and courtly |

The prlorlty of one or the other code is often arcued

in the llterary 1nterpretat10ns of the Prioress. At the

™

‘extremes, con51oer1ng one or the other code as'paramounta

leads to whole-hearted condemnation or‘whole—hearted

admiration.2 It does seem as though one cannot enter the
discussion of the Prioress without engaging these two codes,

the ways they 1nteract, and the ways they reflect on each

other. hlthout arquing for 'the prlorlty of either code, f

will argue that the Prioress is the ground on which these

I

two codes are, in various ways, played against each other.

It is;pOssible to construct this argument so as to

conclude, as Chauncey Wood does, that: "Every sign’in”the

portrait of the Prioress points +to her worldliness —mmtheff

very’antithesis of the essence of monast1c1snu " And, ‘as a
nun who wants to be a fashlonable lady she ends up being
neither. She is noth1ng."3 This conclus1on belongs, in
" some -ways, with the .whole-hearted condemnation often
accorded to the Pribress,'but it goes further. The codes,
in Wood s view, are not only mutually exclu51ve, but

incapable of 1nteract10n and even antagonistic. The codes

are ant‘a&'thet1ca1. Pt rather +han Arancalline ~amab -—ov .

category, 1t has'long been recognlzed that'her'

73



they cancel#fhé ground on which they are constructed; that

is, the Priofeés. It would seem, however, that the Prioress
is preciseiy‘the ground or posiﬁion at which the codes ﬁay
.come together, and at whiéh’both may be asséﬁted. Thét the
codes thereby take over or ;nclose the ground, the Prioress,

at which thev intersect seems to me to be a more palatable

argument. Where W§

'disappearing and eng]

Of the three women pilgrims represented in the

‘Canterbury Tales, the Prioress ranks highest in the’

Fierarchy of the General Prologue. of thé twenty—nine
pilgrims who gather at the Tabard Pnn, she ranks second only

to the Knight. After the description of the Knight‘and his

entourage, we are given the description of the Prioress and

. her enﬁdurage, followed. by the Monk. .It is curious; in view
of the hierapchy indicated here, that critics should say
that when £he Miller breaks in to tellyhis tale ahead of the
Monk, who had been asked to tell a tale after the'Knight,
the Miller "subverts the social hierarc%y."4. The Prioress

outranks the Monk, and she should logically have been asked

to tell the second tale. Whether we assume a governing

principle of‘organization based on the social hieraréhy,

that is, on degree or estate, or the hierarchy of the three

_——. o - R - . . . ~ R Y
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~

~ point.. The Host turns to the MOnk for a tale, and the,*

"are either "gentils" or "churls," the Prioress should follow
the Knlght 5

Ehe Prloress is not even asked to tell a tale at th1s

ll .

Mlller [ celebrated 1nterrupt10n takes place.‘ What'remains-
is a problem. Elther the General Prologue does not reflect

[4
a h1erarch1cal -ordering of the pllgrlms in olac1ng the:
£
Prloress between the Knlght and the Monk, or the hlerarchy
!‘

is broken ﬂ? soon as the Bost requests a tale of the Monk

- There 1s some room for maneuverrng the orderlnc the tales

since the Knlght as first speaker was made "by aventure,<or

sort, or cas" (GP 844) Neverthe&ess, an order is 1mp11ed

&

when the flrst aﬂ%ihlghest ranklng pllgrlm of the Ggheral

‘Prologue ‘tells the flrst tale.' Mdreover, the'KnlghIlﬁ Tale

75

is exp11C1tly concerned w1th order ‘and h1erarchy. lf‘we are-‘

i

to understand that the order of the General Prologue breaks

e

down 1n the tales,_then tRe second of the ordered series of

tales to be broken éhould 1nvolve al toked_gesture to the

.
> R
P . . *

Prloress, not to the Monk
: T h

As the llnk between the Kp;ght_s Iale and ; the Mlllﬁr_s

Iale stands, three dlfferent orders arg\lmplled: the orderli_ﬂ

¥ N4 @1' o 3‘,, 4d‘v
of the Ge eral Prologue, the order that places the Monk

after the Knlght and the order that the Miller creates by

"hls 1nterrupt10n. The d1spar1ty between the first and

[

second order is 1gnored.- The Host turns to the Mo k as-’

I N \

[}

though he were follow1ng the onder of the General Prologue."

‘ Placed between the Knlght and the Monk 1n the theoretlcal

\ . ¢

»



.

i

order of the General'Prologue, the Prioress is passed over

in silence in the initial attempt to put that hierarchy into

practice. Her rank is overlooked, and the potential insult

¢an sca-rcelﬁz be said to be implied. Q

That the potentlal for confllct is overlookedlln the

11nk ‘between the Kn;ght_s Iale and the Miller's Tale 1s,'

-;perhaps, reason enough for‘readers to overlook it. That the

subversion of the order of the General Prologue odcugs in

b

'order to avoid placing.a woman-within the practical

. appllcatlon of that order should make our cr1t1cal antennae

L4

' isﬂtﬁ*attribute the discrepancy to the Host: his claSSjand

convictions concernlng women are responsible- for, the

e
-

are'dealing with the medleval ambiguities regarding the

fourth estate. ’In .othes words, the Host could not have
?

E

.
-

sllence unless there were cultural customs and mores Wthh

)

" tas

requ1re comment. . . .
The absence of" comment 1nd1cates a. norm,-a custom

A

L

\c0n81dered to be natural. wTo say, howeber,.that.the custom

il

"or norm depends on the amblguntles of ‘the perception of the

’fourth estate is not really to ‘explain the amblgu1t1es. ‘One

way of explalnlng the 51lent movement from the order™of the

General Prologue to the ‘order of the telling of the tales is

hqurver\w1th exc1tement. Witat ‘does it mean? One p0551b111ty

vsubvers;on.s Another poss1b111ty, more likely,. is that we’

overlooked the Prloress s, rank and status, her degree, in

to note that the order of the General_Prologue is an order -

o
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'-madeZSUGh.an omission 1n51gn1flcan, Or."so common'asdnot to.lV



"of description. The order by which theltale—teiling begins
is an order of speecH. ‘ o o : oo

" The two orders or hierarchies are disjunctive when they

) Y
intersect at the category of the fourth estate. Or rather,

they are aisjunctiVe because they intersect, here, at the
category of woman. The effect of the disjnnction'is to
place,thevPrioressﬂbetween'them, or in the middle. She is
‘superfioially or theOretically'seen as part of the

hierarchy, and she achieves her rank and status from her

pérticipation in it. TherPrioressvis, however, not heard as.

-~

a pért of,the-hierarohy. This exclusion undermines her rank

'and'status, It also restricts her position as thelsecond-f'

frénking‘pilgrim to the position of the observed.g Althbugh

[ [ ‘ !

she W1ll later tell a taﬂe,venter, that is, the hlerarchy of .

\speech, she W11l do so after the hlerarchy of speech 1s 1nm

7 - : ’ v

dlsarray

ThlS pattern gf part1c1patlon and exclu51on is also the

N ¢

pattern of .the Pr;hress S portralt.\ln the General Prologue.w

\
As ‘has been noted(above, the Prloress is placed between the

» v

Knlght ald the Monk 1% the Gene?al'Prologue. The Knlght,lﬁzh

t. .

who 1s repfesentatlve of*the arlstocratlc class, is-~ shown

v

77

“in relation to the ch1valr1c 1dea1 In terms of the three<

estates, those who flght, those who pray, and those who

" work, he is of the first estate; he fights. * The Monk, on

’ i . : R - v

the . other side of'the{prioress, is a membet of the

A
religious order. He is shown in relation to the monastic

jdeal,ﬁand he belondé to the estate who prays. In

L 4

>

oY



attempting to place the"?rioress within an order or class}
and in relation to an ideal, we enoounter problems. By the
- courtly conventions used in describihg the Prioress, she is
part of the courtly or aristocratic class. Shehdoes not
fight, but she is described in terms of the larger
ﬁefihition whichvincludes courtliness or courtesy. As a
nun, she is part of the religious order. The Prioress seems

less one or the other than a transition point between the

: éﬁbiguity of her place.betuéen these two orders
‘and‘ldeafiitthe Prioress reflects the hlstorlcal position of
nuns in the medieval period. _wOmen'were associated with the
| churCh,-but they did not fit- into the'church hierarchy.~-The

hlghest p051t10n to which women. could asplre in the church

h‘was head of a household, a p051t10n whlch the ‘Prioress has-

&

;llkely attalneo. Thls-p051t10n had prev1ously carrled great

4L4

authornty, respon51b111ty, and respect,‘and 1t could Stlll,

i)

occas;onally By ‘this. tlme, the late fourteenth century'

;women 's act1v1tloé<;ere be1n8 1ncrea51ngly qnd‘severely

K ®

restrlcted, 1deally to ar passive observance of rellglous

.

ceremonies wathln the-enclosure of thelr house. Having
& P B R : -, 3‘ L .

‘taken religious vows, the women were, strictly speaking, no

longer a part of the secular world. The most extreme

formulatlon of thlS pr1nc1p1e may be found in Ihg Angrgng

Bl wle whlch states that an anchoressqgus completely dead as

: far as ooncerns the*world."8 The more formal and less’

harsh vows taken by nuns on entering orders articylate a

. .
. - }
\ 8 .
. Y

\"’ -
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similar withdrawal from the things of this world. Nuns

vowed obedience, chastity, and poverty.d .

)

The Prioress, as a member of a religious order, falls

outside the secular order. As Eileen Power says, however,

P

nunneries were "essentially aristocratic-institutions, the

xefgge of the gently(born."10 Although the daughters of the"

wealthy merchant class were heginning,to enter nunnerles by

Chaucer's time, the aristocratic natureyof the nunneries

still-remained. The custom*6f a dowry for a' woman entering

orders along with noble prerogatlve in plac1ng women in the

. v .
{yg\nunnerles meant {E}t they contlnued to be an alternatlve

only to the upper classes, whether defined by wealth or

| blrth.d Lower.; class women d1d not have the money for a

“dowry,,and ‘middle class women had many other optlons and

possibilitles;lll The long standlng assoc1atlon of the'ﬂ

. nunnexies‘with the arlstocratac class made-nuns a further

)

anomaly in the church h1erarchy " Their' assocxatlon with the

/éhurdm, concomltantly, made the nuns .an anomaly in the

% secular order.c - "'w’; ?Qf . I .".‘“ :

RN Flttlng info neithet’ one nor‘the Gthet order, nuns wer%—

4

F

IR S

g‘ - \ o
.

h 51multaneously part of both,v They part1c1pated 1n courtly.

79

’xllfe by the;r dress, thelr property, and thelr act1v1t1es..'

'They pant1c1pated in rellglous llfe by their devotion,
prayers,}ahd dom1c1le. Of ‘more consequence than their
participation in the two is the problem of evaluation which

the anomalous position of .nuns raises. To evaluate nuhs in

the light of their religious position seems to indicate a
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80

Jeondemnation of their aristocratic'way of_life. On the_.

-other hand, to evaluate them in.the light.of an aristocratic
t y " P ) '
code is to- ignore their‘religﬁousvvows{’fThe problem is

' bated with the Prioress because“shé'holds‘a high

’ ™

‘_ 1ous pbsltlon, and because, historiCalIy, the odds

Just as she is a

v?*

.tran51tlon point between the ord“V of the Knlght and Monk,

50 too, the Prloress is mldway between what each comes to

o

character. The adjecblve most often used to descrlbe h1m is

-

”"worthy,f‘used flve tlmes ,'We are told that "he loved

Ry ' . o '\'.0

“

'546), and to emphasrze hlS worthlness, that, "He was a

.represent. Theim@lght is ;3prtly by both blrth anog

hlvalrle,/ Téouthe and honour, %redom and curtelsle”

b

¥

verray '@arflt gentll knyght" (GP 72) In hk& actlons and g

'Q"

'.conduct, he ‘lives up to the courtlL 1dea1 in'its‘
specificadly~chivalric form.“ He serves h1s feudal lord 1n‘
7(battl@ as beflts a good medieval knlght, and he serves hls/

'heavenly Lord on ‘the Crusades as befits a good Chrlstlan“

man.- The.Knlght‘s.W1de traveISWand'experlence,'hls;

N
a

< partlclpatlon ln rhe Crusades, have conflrmed hlS worth vHe

7

is both wise and meek, courageous and prudent, courteous and

dignified. He is an exemplar of the firsté%state, of those -

-~ -who iight#13 - R

«

As ChauCerlso often does, he uses external detail :to -

_exemplify'the'character.Of the fnight. His horse and his=/



apparel bespeak quality;without either ostentation or fuss."

He'ddes’not even-change his surcoat“before going on his

‘ N s o
-_pllgrlmage, a deta11 Wthh 1nd1cates ‘both his attentlon to

an 1mportant matter, his pllgrlmage, and a certaln dlsregard'

for appearances in the face of this more 1mportant matter.

\

HlS motlvatlon for taklng the pllgrlmage to Canterbury,

e

though not 'given drrectly, is 1mplred,to geban honorable and L

o : : R R S . L

~necessary homage, combining patriotism and religious
feelings. More than any other exteriorhdetail, the -
Knioht's pdsition with regard to his smalllentourages

‘ exempllfles his worthlness s a leader and, a father He haC]f

only one servant,,who is descrlbed as worthy, and hlS son,v

who, in splte of his sllght excesses of dress, serves his .

[

vfather w1th modesty ano resgﬁct.. The Knlght 1s surely af'."

i

 €f1tt1ng leader of the Qan;g;pury Ialgs, He,representsathem'

cideal Qf the chlvalrlc, medieval code.’ He:both serves and

5 leads..

_ =

The‘Monk,'on‘the other*hand,'exp11c1t1y rejects theﬁ
,\rellgleus code to whrch ‘he has mad§ﬁhls voWsP ‘He 1s_;

ostentatlous in hlS dress and manner, and he seemj not o__”’

-J

</serve any 1dea1. Gm the contrary,vhe hunts. 'It is his

"

huntrng wh1ch is his~ largest 91ngle,,def1n1ng tralt. ,mhé

1mp11ed answer to the"questlon,T"How shal ‘the world be

servégh" (GP, 187),_1s that the world shall not be serveo.

Rather, the Monk w1ll hunt 1t out, out of hlS clorster and ..

outsrde the proper . channels of 1nte11ectual and manual work.

The standard by whlch we are to see and evaluate the Monk is h:



)

gy

grven to us- 1n the reference to St. Augustrne, w1th all the -

welght of hlS authorlty thrown behlnd his questlon of how to:v

serve the world. "The monk does not 11ve ‘up to thlS standard f

sat‘all He serves hlmself

‘_ Wlth the Monk s portrayal Chaucer the pllgrlm is. flrst

A ~

revealed to us as an unstable narrator. We are net, in

other words, to take h1c judgments as authorltatlve The

&

'-complete 1mpact of his 1nstab111ty is neatly 1llustrated by

r

the reference to St Augustlne ‘We are told that the Monk

does not keep the rules of his order, they are old, and the
'

Monk "heelo after theﬁéew@%world" (GP,,176) As to the text-“.

)

wh1ch says that a monk out of his c101ster is. llke a fish

out of water,."thllke text heeld he nat worth an oystre SRR

(GP, 182) Inne01ately after thlS comment, at’ the pornt

when we are aware that the Nonk breaks the Rule ofrus order

and goes agalnst church authorltles,.the narrator breaks in

to say, "And I seyde hrs oplnlon was good" (GP 183)T Thls

X .
conqent ls-followed-by“the guestions;.'

»

fy_What sholde he studle and make hymselven wood, ;"

N .

Upon a book 1n cloystre alwey to poure,

:Or»swynken with his handes, and laboure,_f
fk".hsiAustyn.bit? How.shal.the worldebe served?

Lat Austyn have his. swynk to hym reserved' g

[GP, 184~ -1881

Whether this is_the‘Monk's.Oplnion, enthusiastically



:repeated by the na%rator} or the narrator‘s own opinion,'it
is not~tobe'expected that.St. Augustine's authorityiwould
be weahened'in the contest. As- thf descrlptlon of the Monk
COntinues, we become more and moOL aware of how the Monk
serves;the world: hls-huntlng, his 5é?thes, his fine l1v1ng,

and his gold pin shaped like a love—knot. The question of

how the world shall be served recelves”ﬁhe answer that it
will be served out51de the clolster, '7de-the authority
of the church father, St. Augustine; orS fther words; the
world shall be served all-too lit". : Chaucer the

npilgrim ls‘revealed,as too readlly agreeable and too readyf

to allow his Judgment to be swayed His enthusiastic praise’

”,of the Monk s dzsobedlence to the- church and his- vows -- one
: , R . .
of hlS VOWS, 1s obedlence -- sets up ironic reverberatlons ;n; L
the Monk's portrayal _ i,d'* T ' ' 5

b

. ' R
.From thlS p01nt\1n the General Prologue, we will

'understand and compensate for the partlcular %%fm of

. : I
_ .instablllty exhlblted by the pllgrlm Chaucer. The questlon

-arlses in relatlon to the Prloress. how far back does the

------

w

pralse accorded to the Knlght precludes any narratorlal
‘1nstab111ty 1nwhls.portrayal ‘but w1th the Prloress we can
be lesslsure; E. Talbot Donaldson suggests that theﬁ
hcharacter of the narrator, Chaucer the pllgrlm, does affect
”“the Prloress s portrayal., The Prloress, he'says, exerts an

,appeal "through elegant femlnlnlty over the nalve pllgrlm

Chaucer.14 Slster Madeleva, 11 defense of the Prloress,



3 J'{" : i T

. . - ."\ .‘ ‘J hd
" does not distinguish between Chaucer;aéfpilgrim and Chaucer

as.author, but she strongly 1mp11es that he describes in the

Prioress that which he does not understand'k5
' Although both Donaldson and SiSter'Madeleva have

adopted critical p051tions that are highly problematic, the,

f::

~ extent to which they allow their critical aSSumptions to run

.v.

away from them in attempting to-understand-the Prioress is a”
‘tribute to the,difficulties?of 1nterpret1ng her.
Donaldson s p051tion is the more problematic of the’ two
interpretations. The’ narrator, he says, is charmed" by the‘
Prioress: "And finally ‘the Prioressu whom the narrator tries

to describe as a religious'but»ends up by'describing, in'all

delighted 'honesty,. agla‘ romance heroine, thereby
-accomplishing, without one satiric word, a double satlre, on

himself as a.man as well’ as oniner as’a nun."16 MQIeOVEI,
Donaldson -says that "the reaction. of -men to a romance

o . L TS TN SRUEE I S . :
hercine is a part of her character.” ;He concludes:. L s
' Al ;"':, : o oo L. : R p)
S e et D e . R ‘ :
* "..\‘" . N ’ R )
*In‘any case, I'am happy to think that even alter g

. five and a half centurles the Prloress is
: e .
-vqontinu1ng her journey‘to Canterbury 1n the

company of her three priests; probably making a
fool of herself, but surely capable, like other
,attractive women, of making a bigger fool of us

male critics.l7

. The female critic may wish to know how she is to understand



the.Prioressvin this interpretatiue paradigm. It is
enlightening, to be'éure,'to'know that male.critics
acknowledge that they make fools of themselves, but-what
‘happene to the romance heroine's character ih theiabsence of
“thehcontributihg male perspective? Donaldson suggests that
" the male perspective is,always'present because the narrator

is male, and that the male reader'{s, temporarily, at one

with the narrator because of their shared maleness. The'

logical conclusion of this critical perspective leads‘to a
readihg of the Ceneral Prologue:as the perCeption and
arrangehent of Chaucer the malevgglgrim as underStood by
»Donaldson thefmale reader, corrected and 1nterpreteo by
Chaucer the male author and Donaldson the male critic. The
_detalle of the Prioress’'s descrlptlon tell us more about
malenees thahﬁabdut the Prioress. Howeuerdyalid this

-

'"hommogéneity," to borrdwﬁa French pu may have been in,the

kproductlon of llterature in the fourtee th century, it is

ceg;a;nly not true "some - 51x hundred years. later. 18 The

‘j“female reader and. cr1t1c must find a May to 1nterrupt a

cr1t1cal paradlgm that 1nev1tably excludes her and renders
S~
" her interpretat}on 4 priori invalid. .

It is neither necessary nor desirable to abandon the

4

"cdncept of Chaucer the pilgrim, but ohe should be aware that

ﬂthe constructlon of thls concept 1s, by and large, a

"3funct10n of our hlstorlcal perlod The alternatlve is to

’ belleve that the narrator is the same as the Prloress, that

‘we- see the same detalls and that we w111 1nterpret and_

85



eValuate.them in the same way. Considering -the problematic

homogeneity of the "we" in this sea of sameness, to mention

only one problematic juncture, th1s is an astoundlng

assm&ptlon which even "maleness™ will not solve. -

1/1{

Elster Madeleva (S crltlcal p051t10n is 51m11ar to
Dona%ﬁson‘s in that she singles out one perspective to the
exclusfon of any other. It, too, leads to an extreme,

though 1n some ways, the opposite extreme. ’ Sister Madeleva

- N

would have us 1nterpret~hhe detalls of the Prioress!s

\," > R

&

descr1pt1on as though the Prloress does not functlon in the

Canterbury Ialeg. She ex1ets-only to reflect a particular
iunderstanding:of'realrtyi one which Chaucer has
misunder’stood.l9 lhis pargicular understandlng of reality
\is the reality of experience, the_ekperlence of living as a

3

nun; Regarding the Prioress‘s careful table manners, Sister

Madeleva comments-‘*l can well understand how Chaucer mlght'

have mlslnterpreted such apparent over- dalntlness,,and how
. critics have found 1t~affected, even 'a little ridiculousJ

But none of them ever wore a religious habdt, nor had the
. P ) .

least idea of what real distress a Sister feels at getting a

spot on her habit, especially at‘table."20 This is
agertainly one valid way of approaching the Prioress. It is
of some interest to.note, howeuer, that Sister Madelevals
approach has produced no school of followers, no great burst
of critical wrltlngs,‘and no enthusiastic acknowledgments.
Unlike Donaldson, Sister Madeleva is, apparently,

neither authoritative nor generative{ Both critics appeal

86
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to their experience, but Sister Madeleva has not the

priVilege of assuming that she shares her experience w1th
Chaucer. On the contrary, she must make the differences
explicit to her readers, -and. she thereby makes her political
and religious suppositions'available to us.as well. Sister
Madelevalg_openness.on her critical suppositions shoula make
her'approachipotentfally_more\Valuable,,certainlyxto the
female’reader and cri‘tic exclude%‘fr‘,om Donaldison'sﬂ
fhterpretative approach, but also for the twentiethhcentury
reader who Qoes not assume a‘commonality of .experience with

a fourteenth-century ?nglish courtly author/persona.

N\
Siste§ Nadeleva S approach, however, does represent an’

“extreme. Where Donaldson would make the Prioress a specular

-object. endowed with mnagical properties of influence,

"elegant-femininity," over men, Sister Madeleva would‘mghe/

her a subject with full conscioushess.2l From a somewhat

‘.‘diffefent~approach, what Sister Madeleva understands as a

.misunderstanding'will be.oﬁ‘interest'precfseiﬁsas an

‘encoding of thatu(mis)understanding. Despite their

differences, both Donaldson and Sister. Madeleva-would have -

us believe that ‘there is a higher sanctioning authority for

~ the right" reading, in other words, that reality, which is

stable,_is being distorted or misconstrued in a particular

“way interpretable from only one perspective.

Another pOSSlblllty is that the narrator becomes the

unstable narrator only when his function as an evaluator is

joined to his function as a'narrator. In this way, one may



retain the pilgrim Chaucer as a literary construct.22 1In

the Monk's portrayal, Chaucer the pilgrim first enters the
5

_ P :
narrative as an evaluator. His evaluation is set off from

4 -
the description with th@ verse already quoted:."aAnd I seyde

his . opinion'was'good" (Gp, 183) . There is nothing

comparable 1n the description of the Prloress.

.

The narrator's relationship to the Prioress can be said.

. to exist in only two small phrases, bBoth fo do with

?

ﬁhat her forehead "was almoost a spanne brood I trowe™ (GP,

1155); _In the second phrase, the narrator's presence is

rl

signaled when he says, "Ful fetys was hir cloke, as I was
war" (GPp, 1575 In both.cases, the narrator is inserted as

an observer, not as an evaluator. The most that may be said

R

of the tone of these phrases ls,thatlthere is a sense'of‘

e

-apology. The narrator may be apolgﬂlzlng for focu51ng on

-

details 1nappropr1ately observed by one of his rank

-regardlng a person of the Prloress s rank.

‘late p01nt in the descrlptlon, for the entire focus has been

.It 1s, no doubt, thlS sense of an apology that has led

¥ s

cr1t1cs to evaluate the kone of the portrayal as anythlng

from the.gentlest_lrony to the most savage satire. There is

a'Certain comicg effect in the narrator's intrusion at this

obse551ve1y minute. The narrator s insertion does not
chang athe‘focus, but it may deflect our attention away frou
' p ‘a' y . . - . .

‘ ¥
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the Prioress and the method of descr1pt10n momentarily to
¢

the narrator. THis sh1f€ does not change the nature of the
descrxptlon. nor does’it change the effect.' The Ptioress is

steadlly d1m1nxshed The most obvious’ way in which she is

—_—

diminished is through the use.of.the adjective "small:".

’ . \ . .
'small ‘hounds, small mouth, small beads. ~The Prioress speaks

<

‘but small French; her "gretteste ooth" (GP, 120), no matter

‘how it is interpreted, is a small oath323 her charity3

small, extending only as far as mice and dogs; and he
, .

accomplishments, which include provincial Ereﬁ%h, an ability

)
te - recite the chureh service properly, and good tatle
v , . . .
manners, are small ,accomplishments. Small wonder that

critics have thought her of diminutive size.%4
A variety of methods is used to accomplish this
. - ) ° 1
diminishment. What appears to be no oath at all is the
12 .

PrioreSs‘s.greateBt oath. Whaf appears to be a worthy

ll

". achievement, singing the divine service, is reduced to a

skill in intoning‘through her ‘'nose. What appears to be

-

enormous is her forehead. The best éxample of the method of

" diminishmen¥} is the use of two controlling adjectives in the

L)

Prioress's description: the adjective "small™ and the

~adjective "ful," ﬁeaning "very.” The two adjectives

contrast curiously. The point appears to be not that

everything about the Prioress is small, or, at least, not

just thatilverything about her is small. This is smallness

at its epitdme, very small. The deescription of the
. s .

Prioress's size is a case in point. The narrator says that
‘ -



the Pzioress"was nat uﬁ@efgrowe' (GP, 156); When we try to
understand this as an element_of‘her des;rip;ioni.ve may see
it with,Edward'Rél}y, as meaning that fhe Prio{ess is
lgrgef’5, Ié séems to me, however, that we are given the
sgéndhrd, "undergrowe,” whi;ﬂ is completely in line with the 1
adjectivé "small." But the -Prioress is nof "undergrowe."
Whether this meang‘that she is largé, medium, or small wiil
'débehé on how we define undergYown. | |

Chaucer describes the Prioress's }éting habits by
echoing a passage from the Roman de la Rose, and the method
of déscription is simi&ét. The echo is entirely
inappropriate to.tqg Prioress as it comes from thé éhapter
heaYed "Thé Duenna tells Fair Welcome how women gain men'g
love." Chaucer. shortens the Beséription; and hence,
cont;?ns theveffect, bﬁt the comic meth93 is produced by the
very seriousness with which the mattes is treated and by the
addition of gratuitous repetition, understatément[ and the
use of negatively connotétive words in place(gf aénotative
wdrds;iﬁ Thug, Chaucer, echoing the Roman de la Rose, does
not simply tell us that the Prioress is a neat and tiay‘
tqter, but goes on for nine verses descrlbing the ﬁa} she
wipes her lip, show this prevents grease from getting in her-
gup, how she does not allow sauce to drip on her habit by
the simplé expedient, of not dipping food too far into the
sauce, and so on. The humorous effegt of these incongruous‘
comparisons and déscriptions should not obscure the fact

-J
that the Prioress is diminished thereby. She meets the



- -

iargest standards with the smallesé achievements, and hef‘
largest ach1evements are small. |
If the po.rtrayal of the Brioress were given to us v

fsome other context than the General Prologue to ths
Cjn;gxbnxx Tales, the Prioress' 8 very smallness mi%ht
s1gn1fy in dxfferent ways. ° In compar1sop to either the
Knight br the -Monk, the magnitude of the Prior&ss's‘
achievements shsinks sved smaller. The Knight has travelled
far from home on the Crusades. 1In giving us the battigs and
their lodations, Chépcer.both}reCOUnts the Knight's agh;sve-

ments and enlarges the $pace against wbich his worthiness it

.

-

to be seen‘(GP, 51-§6). The Monk, too, has a large space
" around him, reflected in‘h}s many ssrses and his‘loxe of
hunting. Unlike the kn*ght's,'the,Monk's field of endeavor
is much larger physically than it should be. The large

-

ideal of service should be performed within his cloister in _

spiritual, intellectual, and manual labor,. The Prioress, owm
the other hand, has ; field of endgavor limited, more or
less, to the refectory, that is, the dining hall.27 set
against the battles of the Knight and the hunting of the
Monk are her table msnners._-Set against the Knight‘whoa
serves and is served within the hf%rarchx,'and again‘h the
. Monk who hunts rather than servss, is the Prioress who
serves small animals. set against the ideals of service to
chivalry and the servxce of the¢ church is the Prxoress*s

"Love conquers all."” The immensity of the ideal hides its

non-specificity and the passivity it implies.

-~



\ . ) o : - )
. The steaiy d1m1n&shment of the Prioress, g¢apped, or*
p1nned by the ideal of love only makes her smaller. Her
status as a nun, a prioress, implies a pa.ticipation?in the >
menastic vow of service by which the menk is to be‘judéed.
ghe etphasis in both nortrayals on apgearance and almost
ostentat}ous.dtess hints at a similar judgenent.fer the
Pripress as fer the,Henk. On {he other hand, her stath as
a courtly lady, implied through the use'of gourtly‘literary
coftvent ions # her physical appearance, implies a. participa-

»

tion in.the'courtly, aristocratic, and feudal ideal by which
' the Knléht is Judged. The similarity En their positions as
the head of an entourage is’ undercut by the fallure to
explicate the nature of the bond holding: the ‘Prioress’'s
entourage tggether. The Prioress fails to satisfy the
courtly, aristocratic, feudal ideal “4s much as she’fails to
satlsfy the WesternaEuropean monastic ideal. ¢ -~

In introduéang the ideal of love into the Prlofess s
portrayalp Chaucer at once nitqgates " the Prioress's
failure to satisfy these ideals, and gives us semething ofha
red herring. The standara by which we are to judge the
"Priorese is not the religious nor the.secular ideal, but the

-

ideal of +love. The nature’of this love,.'Lov7/eonquers
all,” {npl;@s that the Priotress need be no more than.passive
and ré&eptive in order to serve this non- specxfic ideal
Indeed, her'small achievements amount to a great deal, given
that she need do nothin;/pt all; love will QO all that is

required. The ideal off love seemS..appropriatelyL very -

o v
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smail; it is nof something to strive for, but something.éhat»

_happens. Love, "amor," might'quo imply both the secelaq
. \ " -

and religjous ideals, and the Pridrese's position between

the Knight and the Monk lends support ro the inclusion of

;$oth ideals in the eoncept of love; love, that is,‘

transé‘ads and invokes both ideals. On the one hand, the

Prioress serves her conception of the ideal, and the

N ) 1, .. ! .
man1fe§tat10ns of her service are appropriately small. On.

thq other hand, her pfacement‘between the Kﬁidht and -the

Monk sbggests two larder ideals of love than that which is

.. - .- : .\ )
.conceivec in the Prioress. Moreover, her concept ¢f love

can be .seen ms including both monastic and secular -love.

. The effect is to trap the Prioress between the two larger

1deals, as well as within her own small ideal. The

l ambxgulty of her portrayal is helghtened, ‘but .the ambxgu1ty

must be’ played out, or is constrained by, the two ideals
within which it is set.
“

1f we cénsider the Prioresg outside thé frame of the

anxﬁxhuxx Tales, her portrayal J&anges rather dramatxcally{‘
"In terms .0of the soc1a1 reality of med1eval nuns as described

by E1leen Power, the Prioress is a moderate and well-behaved,

nun. The charges brought against the Prioress by critics

usually include the proprxety of her going qn a pi}grjmage,

» her pets, and, her dress. Regaxd1ng fehe fxrst charge, it is

I ‘ } ,
posslbie to consider the Prioress's pilgrimage, not as the
. . A .
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. N : - !
ttansgtession"of ecclesiastical'law, but as qctive <N

‘ resistance to what large numhfrs of nuns consideted an
objectionable, untealistic, and unfounded ecclesiastical

a

prejudice concerning the natute of women. - _ .
? The numetous 1n)unctlons against nuns leavyng the1r
monastetles should be connected, E1leen Power says, ‘to the
‘"enclosure movement in the Western Church."28 ‘Strict and
perpetual enclosure was not part of the Benedictine vowsvof';
povegty, obedience, and.chastity, ana‘dhlle the enclosure
moveﬁent,wes technically applicable to ooth nung and monks,
the church saw'rt‘as a "vitel necessit}: for nuns:. Nurts
all over Europe resisted. the enclosure movement. Slnce
’ enclosure 4}5 virtually, unenforceable wlthout the nuns' co-
operat1on, and F’He; says that the nuns "never reany made
any attempt to‘.obe‘y the fegulations," the biehops.si‘nply
tried to regulate rather than end travel.29 The opposition
o‘f nuns ta enclosur}e' should not be underestimated' as. the !
a

following account of an attempted enclosure in thirteenth.

’century Englend.indieates: _ ' -

N . e the.hishop visited the house of nuns of
Markyate and on‘the‘following.day~hé-caused to Be
recited before the nuns of the eame‘[house] in

.chapter'the statute put forth by the lord Pope
Boniface VIII concerning the enclosure of nuns,,

explainéd it in the vulgar tongue and giving them

a copy of the same statute under his seal, ‘ordered '

’
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,;"n viztue of obedtence henceforth to obsétve

,Hi‘if tbq patter o't .efclosure .-. . But yhen th’
‘“f ‘s, :'T'” au qbinq away, certain of the nuns, dis~
RS b m”‘ki-a-

';g;{\ﬁi J‘,j“vfﬂtxto these injunctions, hurled the said' :
-'.,'-_-. "v A . *‘*W{ " ..
RN - } n§¢~¢t’his back and over his head, and as well 8
A AR

f‘gﬂ;?géﬁj,?%vfﬁﬁrﬁvgfisxfs,;he convent appeared to bonsent to v,

22 R :
..,ﬁ5§33, ~7;‘23§§iw$0 threw it, followlng the blsPop to the
?:"‘:,_1{3‘5\\,-‘ eats ‘-,’g 7‘;}! the house and declaring unammously
“' “ x:%‘y;ir’

3:5?€h{f}t$} 'wéwe not content in any way to observe
gps S h | .

J!;'\. ! ' ° ', ‘4 -
V' \ ‘? . .t .
y As with ttagea 30 too wlth pets and fashlon. 'Power notes, °

¥
! "For thneeéﬁQﬁqyiceéﬂurges the bxshops waged a holy war

: ,,ﬂ ‘

aga1nst‘¥a ¢m in ﬁhe c101ster and waged it in vain.” . She

ﬁds tha: nhf”*trusage agaxnst pets was not more successf@l

'll
,,,,,,

"g&tﬁ?e ’;hﬁ&;xﬁsadévagalnst fashion."3! Power suggests that
M'” 15;3 r;hqggagnjsﬁﬁtxons aga1nst travel, pets, and fashion
&ne themseNee eV1déhce of Mthe contlnged practices of nuns.
One hesitates to¥call the pract1ces opposxtxon, for the

‘practices were not’e specific attempt §0~tesist ecclesiasti-

.~ cal injunctions. Rathffg, the injurctions were an attempt to
. . ~N W
oppose certaln customs. o

MR .. . N~

¢ | R
In the context of the 'General Prologue, the Pripress is

placed between two powerful and primarily male ideals, and -
. \ ’ . »
it is within and between these that her ideal of love i:

A

Al
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. . situated. The Priéfb;é's diminishment, in the method by

which she is described, is a part of the placement of the
" .1deal of Jlove.. The Canterbury Iales, however, is a network
7’of potential relationE¥ips and co‘nte'p:ts. When we ;xaminéo

. L . . - ” . .

. N 4 .
the Prioress's Tale in relation to qﬁr portrayal,/in the
. . resati e

Glneiai Prologue, something different eme?ges,. Relealked

" from .the shadows_of thq\pquerful-idgals of secular  and

' ."\ | 2 - .. » ‘\/ ' - ‘ .
z{ligiqus'IOVe énd‘servic%J the Prioress demonstrates the

valtre of her oyn'smali ideql of .1ove., Released from hef
éppeéranceliﬂtoxvoice;.she carv;s 6&% her territory.
Although ér eﬂﬁraﬁment bétﬁeen the ideals in the Gengral
Ptqlo;ﬁé contrasts sharply Wi\h her perfékmance in her.téle('
' we find- the same diminishmént and the same enclosing
movement qovefning}the dynamics of hef representation:, {
Granvilfe.Sydﬁor_Hiil argueslthat the Prioress's <
"rhetoric in the I3le reveals a didactic, authoritative sidé ‘
to thé womanjs character, a manner éppropriéte-to her
respoAsible rank."32 Hill's érgumenﬁ i; based on the
analysis of rhetorical devices. She pbiﬁts out that ‘the
ptéyers which begin énd’énd the tale, the invocation to God
ﬁnd the Virgin Mary of the Prolggue and the invocation to u@
St. Hugh, give the'Taie "a rhetorical lolémnity." In 3
,addition, the apostrophes with which the Tale is
finterspersed add to the solemnity, and give the Tale é ‘ .

[

“pastoral dimension."33 Hill points out that®the Prioress,
]

. , . . 7
on at least one occasion, asserts that she had said some-

thing which she has, in,fact, not said: "As I have seyd,

L2



thurghout the Juerie,/ This litel child, as he cam io and
fro” (551-52). The Prioress has not told us that the child
walkel through the Jewish quatter, only that he walked

'ﬂ\\\\hrough a street. As ﬁxll says, 'For the Prioress to have

prefagkd th1s new piece of 1nformat1on with /As I have aeyd"(

suggests her confidence in herself as a narrator (gained,
]

5' perlaps, through many years of telring this Tale ) as well

as her willingness to take command and g}bdit. whether or

- not the need exists,"34

-
”

The Prioress's authoritative manner in the performance

of her tale must be o£f§\f, however, by thé structural,

P
similarities between the Prioress and the déntral flgure of

her tale. The zilg;gsﬁ_s IalE\PgJ.DM1racle of the Blessed

N b ' '

Virgin. A young boy offers praise to the Virgin Mary
- . » .

v

/
through the s1ngigg of a song, the Alma Redemptoris Mater,

,and is murdered by Jews for his singfng. He continues to

c
"t

’sing, thereby identifying his murderers, and offering\praise

to the Virgin Mary whose  intervention has produced the

miraéle; When the abbot removes a grain placed in the boy's
' )

mouth by the Virgin Mary, the boy'dies and is buried with

the honour due to a martyt.35.

\

The similarities between the Prioress and the yoAng boy

of her Tale‘afe too obvious to be overlooked. Both are

Small: the Prioress figurdtively, ‘the little clergeon
v
literally. The controllxng adjective of the portrayal of

7/

the Pr1oress in the General Prologue ‘is qmall; the

cOntrolling adjective of the portrayal of the central figqre

1)
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of the'zzinxﬁljlalx§l£ is "little." C&iven the Prioress's

limited knowledge of French, the historical evidemrce, and

”’

. f
the Nun's Priest's small Latin joke in his tale,36 it seems

.;ﬁre than the little clergeon. The highest

‘plishment of both is their singing, which they.ma& not

just as the little clergeon is specifically placed in the
rather -ordinary world of people, exotically named Asia, but

described as a conventional England, thf'Prioress is

‘likewis? sitd;teda Her a%goﬁpli§hmeht in'le;rning Frenéh'is

‘Jdomesé!cated_by the comment that she learned it "After the

scole of Straﬁford atte Bowe" (GP, 125). Like the Prioress,
po b

the little clergeon and his story are firmly attached to-

mngland, most firmly by the apostrophe to Hugh of Lincoln
with which the tale ends. The exoticism of the setting of

the tale functions fbversely, for it shows only the

familiarity of the exotis. *

It may be said'that much of.:the'taf 'is-madé thoroughly
familiar. The little schoolboy learns what was a familiar
song in the culture of the fourteenth century, the Alma
hgdgnphgxig ug;g;.37 Whattmight otherwise seem an exotic

- —

desire for the grace of martyraoﬁ is shown as the ﬁamilia;

Y desire to learn a song. Even God in this tale is

fami&i:}ized by the displacement of worship to the Virgin

Mary. In part, the tale is also familidrized by its

~ L4

ko assume that the Prioress does not undeistand Latin:

understand, but which, neveftheless, bé s witness of
Christianity to the world. Moreover, we ;:E:}B note that -

98
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piteous grief, and the reference to ier at the bier as "This =«
"newe Rachel"™ (627). -Sumner Ferris shows Chauce;'s rare, but
effectiveﬁuse of onomatopoeia Snd alliteration iA'Satan's.
speech, the\fost concentrated line of which‘is"In youre

. _—
despit, and synge of. swich sentence" (563). Ferris calls

Satan's spée:?{a "hissing stanza,"” and, indeed, it bristles

' . \

with\"s" sounds._i1 ‘There is also the effective and‘fepeated
- 0se of invoéatioh‘or"apostrophe throulghou.t the talg\, f\inding,
,its contr;st in Satan's ﬁiss;ng speech, - his 'de§ocation;" or
address downwards to the Jews. The Prioress's Predogue and
Tale is, also, wriften in rhyme royal stanza. Charles
Muscétihe'suggests that this form is used in the Canterbury ;
‘ Tales ag an 'imp{;menf of seriousness.” Payne,i?éplyjng to
Euscatine, says that "more precisely . . . it is always an
im%le%ent of a particularly concentrated artifice of
emotion," while Martin Sfevens says that it is "a vehiclé
for elevated expression.’42 f~ M
Of the fechnicaltsophistication of the tale, only‘a
P limited part méy be attributed to the Prioress. The
/ references to the Childerma§ may likely bevaffributed to
?\‘:f, as may the tende;cy to black-aqd-whjﬁe contrasts. On
the latter point, one wishes to be sareful, for the nature
of th‘ tale wiil tribute to a tendency to absolute

.'vf\

co!*;asts. It is, akter all, a mirac tale in which a boy -

is 3?¢iously murdered by Jews. Th€ anti-Semitism of :the

tale tannot be ignored by modern readers, but it is
‘ \
important to note that the largeg forces represented by each

-



side arpe themselves abéolute- the goodness of God and the

V1rg1n Mar{vii.opposed to the evxl of Satan. The littlg

' clergeon and the Jews are the human, strucﬁpral equxvélents

-—

1

/of She; ¢1v1ne forces of good and evxl.

‘x John Archer,‘ln an 1ntr1gu1ng ar¥1cle on the,ahtx-
]

Sem1tlsm of the Prioress's I;Lg, suggests that the anpt’i-

Semltlsm 1s\a structural and l1terary oomponent of tpe tale

.

rather than\\)spec1f1c Christian doctr1ne. He notes that,

[

-

the Tale deals with a "conception of time different from our
own,"” one which he sums'up as "what Augustine called 'the
. . )
present time of past things.'"43 Archer explains:
A . , ~
The Crucifixion extended backwards as well as for-

wards, for Christ was somehow both. child and

nan

: \

. It is not surprising that tﬁ;s p{rallel—
1sm,vQ?

pfesent to a great extent w1th1n the Gospels
themselves, should demand a structural equivalent

for, the Crucifixion in "the #nfant-world of the
Nativ&ty.‘M el
4

Ope such strictural equivalent was the Slaughter of the

Innocents. ’ : -
A§.Archer suggests, this conception of time wiN lead
to ‘'the re-inscrjption of. events that are no longer
epplicabla‘fo tﬂe moment in which they are beiﬁg inscribed.
Familfarization is ohe method by which this re-inscription

may take placé. Things which seem exotic are brought into
- o :

101



_the present moment as 1tut1ve of the\present moment.

‘
b

That Wthh makes them exotlc is suppressed in favor of that

whlch makes them famlllar. Hence, Asia 1s the structural

-

102

equ1vale<t of England, and the drfferences between_the two

are 1gnorezhw The ‘more dangerous example 1= the Jews. Their

‘exot1c1sm, thelruotherness, is famlllarlzed by maklng them

:vthe structural equ1valent of Satan. The dlfferences are not

only ignored or suppressed; they are covered over, obscured

by'characterizing Jews"as evil and in’league with Satan.

- Richard J. Schoeck argues that. the anti-Semitism of the

'tale\is'character£St3c of the Prioress, not of the .tale nor

hY B
“re

of Chaﬁéer-45 - One reason for being cautious about
. - r

attributing the struttural»contrasts_and conflations to the -

Prioress, hovwever, is that she thereby w{ites herself out of

the categorles set up in the tale. In spite of the many

51m11ar1t1es between the 11ttle clergeon and the Prloress,

' there.are a number ‘of 1mportant differences. . The Pr1oress
;is‘an adult, ﬁot.a seven~year 01d.boy By both ‘her social
p051t10n and her p051t10n in the monastlc order, shefhas
respon51br11t1es and obllgat}ons»that the little clergeon-

does ndt have, 'In addition, the Prioress, by the evidence:

of the General Prologue, is not 1nnocent.} At best, we may

l say that she is- nalve, but not innocent.”

P —

The_81m11ar;t1es;between the Prioress and the.clergeon

1diminiSh fhe'érioress, asfdo”the differencesg”hThe'Prioress

suffers both ways. Moreover, she does not flt into-either

the category of absolute good nor 1nto the categorf(of'

IR

46 -+
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gSjﬁlute ev&l.u,She,}s neither the'litﬁle'clergeon nor the
1 Jews, neither'a4hurde;er nor a martyr.',As.héppened inithe
Cenérél Ptologﬁe, the‘Prioress falls somewhere in between.
In her tale, by‘its Very.subjedtfmatter,!she tends more
tbward.good than toward evil, but as in the General
Prglogue,'she\iS diminished by that very tendency. Her
concérns,-shown as small-in the General Prologue, are given
~a certain elevatiﬁn by their similérities'to the concérns of
‘the liftlp'clergeon, butlmeasured’by their aiffereﬁces}.the'
'Prioresé's‘small concerns ére discdrdantly small. 'She .
cannot servé} 6f to use thegconcept asségned ﬁorherﬁ she
éanhotzlove:in the séme way as the little Clergédn.v - S
"The naEurebof the little clergeon'é love and serVice
ié, as the P;ioress's motto on her brooch suggests, a-
-relativély passive love. He learns a song‘which he then
sings as he walks to and from‘échool. If'he is awaré of the
' daﬁgéi in singing, we are not told. Instead, we are told
that his love fdr ghegvi;gin Mary is what inspires him ﬁo
continge singing. This -is not to say_ﬁha;’the clergeon was
;wrong to céntinne'sir;ing, but in-comparison to the martyr
St. Cecilie of the Saggnd'mgnis Tale, his love is a lesser
thing. ,S£. Cecilie wggressiVély pursues a course of action
knowiﬁg the risks entailed. The'paradigm‘of Her tale would
be.nzii/dgpropriate to the age, rank, and status of the
Prié?éss fﬂaq tﬁe‘paradigm of the lit;lé clergeon. St.
Cecilie's love 'is active and encdmpassing. It. includes
knowl&dge;47 The clergeon's devotion, by‘comparison, is
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passive and limited, a iove‘with0ut_knowledge.or
comprehension. It is, finally, a love appropriate to a
small child, not to a Prioress.

In her tale, as in her portrayal in the General

'
.

Prologue, the Prioress is shown as small: in her .concerns,
in her achievements, and-in her love. She is shown as small

¢
in relation to the codes which she invokes: the feudal,

courtly code and the monastic code in the General Prologue;
. goed and evil as weil as love ané eomprehension in her tale.
Literally surrounded by these large codes? and constituted
by them, she is consistently shown as falllng to meet them.
The ideals are brought down to her levef,and 1nvthat very
'‘movement, she 'is diminished and enclosed by them. .
That the Prioress iS‘enclosed as part of the
arrangement of the Qintg;pu;y Tales may be seen by examining
the context of het‘tale. It is set between the Shipman's

Tale and the tale of SLL Thopas, which is followed by what

appears to be a revision of the Prioress's Tale, that 1s,“

the Tale of Melibeg. The placement of her fale between- the_,‘
Shlpman_s Tale and s;; Thopas is certainly odd. The
'Shlpman_s Tale, precedlng the Prioress's, is a fabliau, the
theme of which is 'the {over's gift regained.' - Love in‘this
tale is equated with sex and‘honey, and the.lovef isna monk
whose monastie vows' are completely thrown'over. -The tale'of‘

* Sir Ihgpgﬁ, whiéh;follows the Prioress's Tale, is told in

what the Host calls "doggerel" rhyme. It is about a knight
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Who is a verltable paragon of ‘chivalry, but the tale's genré

L) s

is burlesqhe. He is a romance knlght, and because this 1s a
burlesqde,\he eheres “the llmltatlons of the genre; the
hahdsome, well—dressed knight battles glants to‘w1n the love
of the elf—queen. The Prioress's highly religious, and
'apparently sincere tale of the clergeon looks odd in this
.company. Her concept of love sits uneas?ly between the
c0ndept§/of love shown in the §hlpmin_§ Tale and Sir \\
Ihgg§§.48 . L ‘ |

What is most strikihg, however, is that the Priorees's
context in the General Prologue is similar to that of her
tale. The nonk of the bhlomgg_s Tale is similar to the Monk
of ‘the General,P;ologue in that he reJects his monastic
ideals. The knight of the tale of Sir Thopas is slmglar,to
the Khight of the General Prologue in'thet he is‘elevated;
Both tales,:howevet, show‘a,debasemeht of'thevportrayals'of
the General Prologue: the monk through satire and the knight
through burlesque.' Neither 1is e flettering representation
of either the two concepts of love or the two estates.

But what of the Prioress's Tale? Her tale has not the k
comedy of these other two tales: Its religious sentiment = .

-

‘and concept of love garner associations %F authehtic'
.'slncerity throdgh' echoes of the Childermas, the form, and

the 1nvocat10ns. It retains its sinoerity,vin spite of the
. comedy that surrounds it, because) in part, 1t is set off

from the other ‘two tales. After the laughter and\jokes

'whlch follow the Shipman's Ia;e, the Host turns® to the

.
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( Prloress and asks her to. tell a tale. His‘manner is
explicitly descrlbed. He Spea(s to her, "As curtelsly as it
had been a mayde"’(445). The/elaborateness.of his mannezﬁ
has been 1nterpreted as satlrlc or ironic, but 1t seems to

»

me that the Prloress s stdtus and rank preclude such ,an
1nterpretat10n.49_ If the-courtesy is hurrled, it is hurried
by the ve;sei'not by the #ost. The elaborate courtesy WOuld

be, after all apprOprlate in an 1nnkeeper addre551ng the -

aristocratic aend of a monastic’order.
4 .

For all its decorum the courtesy of the Hoet is: never—
theleSs,.an inéufficiently‘serious context;for her téle.
Coming Sc quickly afterithe eongratulatoi§ lgughter'
follouingithe Shipman's Iﬁle,‘the Host's\"passe over," ahd‘
request to the Prioress, all in.the same sentence, is a,fast
mouement. It seems an ;rtifioial and arbitrary introductioh.
to her tale and separation from“the Shipman's Tale. It hae
the appearance of settiné her tale off from the Shipmeh's
wlthout constitutlng a convincing’separation. Similarly,’

- ol

the Host turns, at the en? of her tale,'yery quickly to

o

Chaucer, although in this case, it is two phrases of
‘sobriety that separate th%:}tioress's serious tale from the
" Host's "japen" (693). . |
Both the introductory and concludlng llnk severely
dimit the effect of the Elloxsﬁs_s Tale. Although her tale
is also elevated by these links, the courtesy of the Host
and the sobriety of the company; the contéxt undermines the

,elevation. Had te tale been elevated in the contoxt ofi?

/
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say, the Second Nun's Tale and the. Wife of Bath'_a\:tale, it

:might have been possible to understand the'cbncept and'ideal

\ - -
of love whlch the (Prioress advocates as being a’ happy

medlum. Slnce it is not so placed, we are.not at 11berty to

- draw that conclu51on.» Instead, her tale Ls“placed between a -

§ )

fabliau and a burlesque. 1In this context, her tale will -
,Seem- elevated, but the ground from which it is elevated

Cundermines the elevationy It may 'even be that the three

tdles are linkeddby the limited concepts of -love which they

present. The Prioress's;COncept, like the othersg is

.inadequate. fﬁ'contrast to.the debasement Which monastic
and courtly love suffer in the other two tales, the

PriOresShs “type is¢hfgher, but it is} nonetheless, a limited

type of love..j‘J

107

The Ergg;ess_s Igle is seen, then, as participating'in

the themes of the other two tales, but 1t is set apart by a:’

movement of elevatlon in the links. By settlng the tale in.

n'relatlon to two debased 1dealsaof love, Qhaucer dlmln;shes

_ laughter, he . encloses the effect of the tale, even as'he_

the elevatlon of the tale. By settlng’the talejbetween_d

formally 1solates 1t‘between the deference of the Host and_’

1,the sobrlety of the/company. The 1deal attached to the .

Prioress 1s seen, finally, as. limited.

/ . T T

LI

: The'Prioress/is connected to other‘pilgrinSVand’taiéS{f
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for instance, the Second Nun and the Nun's Priest tell tales
" that are part of- the network that reflects on the Prloress/

Another part of thlS network is’ the connectlon, speculatlve,
’ . ¥

to be stre, that rinks the Prioress to the other two women. _

.pilgrims. Almost the first aspect one notes in considering

‘the three togetherils that the Prloress is again in the

.miédle. She is portrayed~in the Geherar Prologue more in

v

terms of her body than is the Second ugn, but lesS‘than ES
the Wife of Bathe« She is nelther completely rellglous, llke

the Second Nun, nqr completely secular, llke the Wife of

s v o A

-

Bath.
Each of the three women pilgrims-tells a tale in which

love is a prominent part. Interestinoly enough,vthe.tales

'\

of both the Second Nun and the Wife of Bath are the tales of

a wqman's love. ’The sub]ect of the Second Nun's Tale is the

love of . a woman for her God and her religion. The

manlfestatlon of St Cec111e S love isther w1111ngness to

suffer and die, 'in a slow and grrsly manner. At the same

-

//time, St. Cecilie converts a number of pagans, and they too

are.manifestat§ons of her love. Like the Vitgfn Mary, St.
Cecille's.virginity miraoulonslw'engenders fertiIity. St.
Cecilie rejects the.love hetween men and women, con%erting‘
it by her higher 10ve‘to‘her_higher,loveg» The. Wife of
Bath's Tale isf among otherbthings, aboutbse3ual love

©

»between nen and women.‘.
"~ Although' the Second/ﬁﬁn cannot be connected to her tale
in quite the same wayfas the Wife of Bath is connected to

v . v . ' - :
S N v . ~ ~
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hers, there are similarities. In:both tales, the main
female flgure 1s a human w1th spec1a1 powers. This ailows
each to part1c1pate actively as narrative agent ‘in the
norklng out of the' narrative. Both~tales have'happ%.
enQings, endings'which would beceme‘standardbgor the
nineteenth century novei, "but which WQuld become™~
1ncrea51ngly unsatlsfactory in the twentieth century. The
v.end;ng of the SQQQQQ Ngn_s Ialg is death, bllssful
;.martyrdom, nhile the ending of the ﬂiﬁg-gﬁvﬁathis Tale is'
parriage. The;§otent1al power of- each central female flgure
is. subllmated to the de51reo enolng
| The Second Nuh's Brglgggg and Tale has_an effecty
howeVer; which is the‘oppositeaof the‘ﬂife of Béthlﬁ
Bxglggue and Tale. The Wife of Bath's P.LQJ..ane and Tale
sparks'comnents, 1nterrupt10ns, reactions, and replles, as
, much in. the Qan;grhgry Ialgs as 1n the literary commentary :
. The Seggnd Nun_s Brglggng and Ialg sparks 511ence, a 51lence_
so profound that it lasts just under five mileg’ and rs only
broken by an outsider who has not heard her taleh
Falling sdmewherenbetween'these'twb powerful paradigms);
, woman as -the servant of God and the habpy ending of death,
and woman as‘the serQant of her body'and the happy,ending of
marriage, ties the Exigxessls Tale. The love of her taie.is
the love of a little boy fonwthe Virgin Mary, and in
_paral)el,"the,iore of a mother,.both~theAwidqw and the,
&irgin;Mary, for her son. 'One way‘pf interpreting the

relation of the Prioress to her tale is by way of a so-

-



[ 4

[}

called maternal instinct.* ‘Florente Riydley succumbs to

this 1nterpretat10n, saylng ,(
)

a

£}

The story- 1s one that su1ts perfectly the woman

whom Chaucer deplcts. The Monk would never tell a

- tale llke hers, nor the Frlar, nor the Clerk, not

.the Pardoner, nor even the Nun s Priest; for they'

.3re alg mature men, Jmtelllgent, realistic, each
- with his own brand of sophisticated humor. Only
from the Prioress of the "General'Prologueﬁ'could
we-expect a humorless dlsplay of nalvete,
1gnorance, bllnd, _vehement devot1on” and
,suppressed.maternal longlng, and that 1is
precisely what we get. Her tale,as a miracle oﬁ
the Virgin, is one_whose very recital is an act

of worshlp,’llke a telllng of beads 50 o
Florence Ridley's interpretation of the Prioress is often
considered a balanced approach, partlcularly W1th regard to

3

.the anti-Semitism of the tale. Her hlghly unflatter;ng

—

1nterpretatlon depends to a great extent on attributing to-

the Prioress an autonomy which, as a literary construct, she

simply, does not- have. We may w1sh to say that the

Prioress!' s,"humorless dlsplay of nalvete, ignorance, bllnd,

' vehement devotlon 1nd1cates a locus of characterlstlcs

id f

samehow consonant w1th the apparent lack of" conSC1ousness we

@ @
L EEY iy

may discern 1n the portrayal of’ the Prloress in the General

L+ I .
« : a . . ‘r

© 110
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Prologde. And the Prloress is deplcted as hav1ng 11ttle

self consc1ousness of the multiple interpretations possible

’?from_her outer appearanCe. The distinction we should be

making, however, is the distinction between the Prioress as
N - 4+ : . »

an object of observation and the Prioress as a subject of

v , . ‘
full consciousness. : g | v , ‘ ’

)
If we are to retain these categories 1n 1nterpretat10ns»‘

L
of the _Prioress, it would seem that 'we must say that the

Prioress does not fit them;IShe is both and neither. The

v . o i v S
Wife of Baths we may note, is both; the Second Nun is

, heither. Perhaps it would be more productive ‘to inquire as

L

to why the Prioress ls both and'neither than to continué

choosing sides. If we are to Con31der maternal 1nst1nct or

"suppressed maternal lnglng" as a link between the teller'

anc her tale, we must ask what ‘we mean by it. ”ﬁ/lS
e
demonstrably hot an instinct Wthh all mothers,haveiund all

N

others lack Thus, it is neither maternal mﬁq is it

P R
1nst1nctual : éﬁ?

.It seems more likely that we ax@’

with the

belief in spec;al characterlstlcs , re socially.

attached_to‘motherhood;51° It seems impor! ¢, then, to note

‘that neither the Second Nun-nor the Wifem“ffBath exhlblts-

. such characterlstlcs, whatever they may be.. The Prloress &
T /

is oftenwinferred from the passage ﬁpat

1 e )

descrlbes,her weeping over her dogs. Florence R;dley, for .

maternal 1nst inct

instance, says, "The Prioress is .tenderhearted; she is’

o e .
simpleminded; those dogs are her ‘children, the only ones she
. E . \\ : L .
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is ever llkely to have‘ and .so nothlng could be more natural

-

\’.

been redirected, has not stifled her basic fem1n1ne instingt

’
e

of maternal love."52 Ridley's p081t10n could be cr1t1c1zed‘
i

on.a number of fronts, but anyone who has ever lived with

either pets or’children wdll recognize that the analogy

s

between children and animals is based on either the

1}

‘childishness of animals or the animality of children.' Both

.

allow_the“human adult to disavow these characteristics and

set themselvestup ag super»or.
fae,

Clearly, the Prioress does not adopt . this tactic.

'§L .

Instead, she weeps, in some sense 1identifying with at least

the pain of the dogs, but more 1mpgrtantly, 1ndlcat1ng her

)

powerlessness to prevent the1r paln or thei@/death . This

latter characterlstlc seems to be what 1is indicated by. the
‘term maternal love or 1nst1nct. The widow of ‘the
ingreaslé:;ale cannot help‘her Ehild; she can only raise
the alarm when he dlsappears and, then, help search for him.

The Vlrgln Mary cannot prevent the death of the boy, just

as she could not not save her own Chlld ,Nor'can she

return him, . except temporarily, to life. 'She can only
- _ _ 3 , o
qelp,nthrough“a miracle, to ensure that his death is

~

14

reveriged. t Lurking under maternal instinct and maternal love

-

. -
is powerlessnes and.submi;sion.53 If we think back to the

-

51gn—mak1ng of St. Cecilie in the Second Nun_a ELQnguﬁ

w1ll nd\gcé that what is m5351ng there,ls the- power and non-.

~

than her tears., It is by those very-tears tnat Chaucer most

clearly shows that her religious vocation, wélle it may have
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submisSioQ, that is, the assertion of St. Cecilie in the

tale.54 | A o B ‘ Y
" Many crltics, Charles Muscatine for instance, hav€
argued that the EL;QLQ&&_& Ialg reflects a new rellgqous
Sen$lblllty-55 : Carolyn Collette defines this new
senslbilitf as-valuin@.emotion over reasony, ano'a;'
%ocusing on the physical and“tangible; In this religious

sensibility, one learns the odtward forms as a way of

show1ng love and understandlng 56 Other critics, notably

I]rdy Long Frank, have suggé%ted that the EL;QLQ&S_S Tale
"and her ideal of love are preeminently a part of t.he Mﬁlan’
tradition in which the sacred and profane are mi#ed. In
this traditlon, physioal beauty ls:meant to reflect mofal
.beauty. It is quite likely that the outward forms of
courtesy will also acquire significance; Frank concludes
‘that the Prioress is flawed but good in her stereotypical
femininity.>7 B \

It may be that the Priofess ie a reflection ofﬁthis new
religious sensibility . The empha51s on her appearance and
manners in the General Prologue would then constltute the
reallty of rellglous sen51b111ty, and indeed, make it‘
possihle to write of the Prioress as a reflection. ‘Thed”
too, the little clergeon s 51nglng, his care in learnlng the
song and his singing of it, would be part of the same
religious sehsibility.‘ By this interpretation,'there wouldA

be little or no irony in the Prioress's portrayal in the

General Prologue. Allkthe'détails would contribute to-an



~ -
understanding of the care with which the Prioress observes

the citward forms.. The motto on herlbrooch would indicéte,

ihdeed, that "love conquers all" (Amor vincit omnia) should

be taken literally. The enmphasis on smallness would . be

significant: in relation to the immensiti“of_the ideal, that
is, the view fr'm heaven.53
Suchs an in erpretation would,f%owever, put the meaning

of the Prioress 1y the General Prologue and in her prologue

* and tale in opposition to that 'of the Second Nun. For the

'g.f

. ' : {
., o - . ‘
tangible and physically represented Prioress, the letter

would notukill,’but father'would speak the spirit.59 This

#

.interpretation would explaih in part‘why the'narratoi's

1nstab111ty 1s not revealed untll'after the descrlptlon of

L v

‘the Prloress. His 1nstab111ty, even.as evaluator, would and

does destabilize the equ1valence between appearance and

N )n

reallty, It would,'also, be possible to argue that the

connectﬁon'betWeen the description of the Prioress in the

L J

General Prologue and her tale should be made in reference to

the VLrgln Mary, subject tovGod, and not to the little

Aclerge%n. Thls 1nterpretat10n would also take us very closeN

2> Ao ‘
requ1re that the Prioress be un erstood as fully conscious.
i %’

tO‘%lster Madeleva's 1nterpreta§son, although 1t would not

;yhagfver cohsc1ousness she might be said to*have of herself *

would be precisely a consciousness of herself as specular
e Y :

object, as one who is observed'and takes: care that the

details of her appearance are indicative of reality, and

that would.tahs us back to Robertson, albeit via-a different

pad
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route.

It seems to me th%t this 1nterpretat10n requ1res,
' before all else, the ‘belief that appearanceé is éhe same as
reality. _In’the Canterbury Ialgs, however, appearance is

merely indicative of earthly reality. The intervention of

the narrator is required when earthly reality indicated by

appearance is{to be bypassed, as in,'fpr example, the:

P , N
Knighc//the Clerk, or the Parson In other words, the

Kndnis not JUSt a dirty, poor man, without the resources
.. - - © T
‘or- inclination to outfit himself according to his positiOn;

he is a working knight, and his\representation ‘makes this

qulte.clear.- It 1s, of course, possible.that the narrator
o ‘ , . .

cues us only with male pilgrims.

>

.Nevertheless,‘the movement from appearance to divine

fica

realityhisjnot‘textualiy-self—evident. We have already been

,told of the Rrioressﬂs appearﬂnce "hir‘smylyn%.was fdl
symple and coy (GP, i19), before- we hear about her
observation of ‘divine'service.. Tne Prioress is presented
in worldly terms. She particibates in the courtly as vell
as theamonastic ideal, »wéthin and hetween which she is
positioned She is part of both th not completely either.
She cannot be placed within the . .category of the ideal
realized, as 1is the Knight, or the ideal disavowed, as the
- Mo k, nop_uithin the two absolutes of her own tale. Her
“ver suspen51on between these codes discourages evaluat?on
in their terms. IE is not enough to say, howeyer, that she

s presented ambiguously, for she is diminished within the

S 115



amblgu1ty of her representatlon, from her omission in’ the

11nk between the Knight's Tale and the M;llﬁj_ﬁ Iﬁlﬁ to the

context w1th1n whlchlher tale is placed, to the 1mportancef

o

of the adjectlve _smali" in~her.portrayal 1n.the‘General:

A
\.

”Prologue.

116

Her position ;n-th-middIe,hillustrated by the motto on .

her brooch, suggests transcendehce of the codes.whjch
RO o . RAREER e
litérally'surrdund her.‘ The Prloress, however, also

\part1C1pates in these codes. . She 1is constituted -and_

=elevated by. the codes, and her subsequent exclusion from . -

“them suggests not transcendence, but d;mlnlshment and

- submission. Thu‘ Af we imagine her in the dynamics of her
. ( . .

'”context 1n a v1sual 1mage, we may imagine her as a~very.

small p01nt between the code of the Knlght and the code of

A}

the Monk, between the qulet worthlness of the Knight and the

raucous dlsavowal of the Monk. Her tale is placed'between a

A satlre and a burlesque of these two ideals, and her tale is

'structured by opp051tes into, “which -she cannot f1t. The

'paradlgm of her tale lles between the paradlgm of “the Seggnd'

fNun_s Iale and - that of the ﬂlie Qﬁ Bath_s Iale even as she ?

is between these two pllgrlms.“_
The term\enclosure f1ts the dynamlcs of “her

representatlon. It 1s a term meant to recall what E11eem

Power calls'"the gnclosure movement in the Western Churchf‘

a movement:spe01flcally dlrected at rellglous women because

| of their perceived fragilityﬁ6l. The Prloress, amblguouslyd\

'”1n the mlddle and made small, is finally hldden behind the“

b



'powerful 1deaL§\wh1ch constitute her, surround her, and

Jover shadow he{) It is only within these terms, the

dynamics of enclosure, that we can make the connection

between the Prioress and the Virgin Mary, a connection which

must rest on powerlessness and eubmission, This possibility
opens for the Prioress, bt it is only available after

.ehclosure, and it is apparently fitting only for a woman. '
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Chapter III: Notes

1 The Eﬁ;ﬁgﬁLﬁ Tale, 92?-9;0; and Shahar, p. 5.

2-~Stephen P. Witte, "Muscipula Diaboli and Chaucer's
Portrait of the Prioress,"” Papers on Language and
Literature, 13 (1977), 227-37/is a good example of whole-
hearted condemnation. Witte interprets the portrait as
harsh, satiric, and condemning because the Prioress. is
manipulated by Satan (237). For an example of admiration,
see Sister M, Madeleva, "Chaucer's Nuns," in her Chauger’'s
Nuns and Other Essays (Port Washington, NY: Kennikat Press,
1965 [1925]}); pp. 3-42. The standard 1nterpretat10n
‘attempts a middle ground: Lowes argues for "deficate irony"
(440), and "the delightfully imperfect subfmergence of the
woman in the nun" (442); while Florence "Ridley, The
Prioress and the Critics, University of Califorrnia
xPublications, English Studies, no. 30 (Berkeley: University
'of California Press, 1965), arques that "Chaucer intended to
satirize her.simplicity, emotionalism, and frustrated
femininity with an air of mild amusemgnt” (p. 35). .Ridley's
monograph remains the best overview of the criticigm up to
1965, and a useful guide for much that comes.after., "

3 Wood, p. 100. .
4 patterson, 685. S
5

The three divisions given here are those suggested
- by Brewer, "Class .Distinction in Chaucer." Brewer notes that
,there are three. social structures in Chaucer: estate or
degree, the division between "gentils" and "churls;" and the
order of the three estates (290-305). M. A. Whitaker has
suggested another lelSlon the division between "lerned" |,
and "lewd " ' !

6 Ridley;, The Prioress;, argques against this interpre-
tation. "The Host," she says, in his Jequest to the
Prioress to tell a tale, "simply kqows that” the Prioress is
worthy of courtesy and respect, and so treats her
accordingly. Since he is the only one of the Canterhury
pilgrims whom Chaucer presents again and again as a keen
appraiser of character, it seems plausible to believe that
Chaucer shared his feeling that she was worthy of such
treatment" (p. 34). Ridley does not see the disjunction
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b\,ween the orderings that I -am suggesting here. David, The
. npet Muse, presents a more usual view of the ordering 8&f
the\tales .There will be no more drawing of ‘lots; the Host
himself w1fi summon the contestants into the lists; and he
calls next upon the Monk -- the closest thing 'to a knight
among the ecclesiastics. The Nobility having spoken, it is

now the turn of an aristocratic representatlve of the.

Church" (p.. 91). It may be that David's military metaphor
blinds him to the Prioress as the ranking representative of
the church, according to the General Prologue, even though
he. has earlier noted that the Prioress "obviously comes from
an excellent family"” (p. 67), is a . lady (p. 58), and governs
the convent from which she comes (p. 67). He astutely notes

that the convent itself represents a compromise between the

feudal nobility and the church, but he fails to recognize
the implications of the compromlse for the portrayal; he

concludes that the Prioress "is characterized primarily as a

lady instead of as a nun" (p. 68).

70 The Prioress has, of course, 'a "voice" in the

General Prologue. It is, however, a reported voice: her
singing of the divine service and her French.

8 The Ancrene Riwle, trans. M. B. Salu (Notre Dame

Ind.: Unlver51ty of Notre Dame Press, 1956), p. 183.
\

9 Nuns, once professed, were considered dead before
the law. See Power, Medieval English Nunperies: "for a nun,
dead in the eyes of -the law which governed the world, could
claim no share in her father's estate.” Power adds, "It is
possible to collect from various sources a remarkable series

of legal documents which illustrate the practice of putting.

girls into nunneries, so as to secure (their inheritance" (p.
34). Their exclusion from inheritance notwithstanding, nuns
could still be wealthy in their own right.. Annuities wvere,

increasingly over time, provided for individual nuns, and

gifts and legacjes were bequeathed to them rather than to
their community. The older customs of paying the peculium,
originally a clothing allowance, and pittances directly to
individual nuns also encouraged. private property. For a
-fuller discugsion of private prop@rty, see Power, Medieval
. Nunpneries, pp. 322-40.7".In the newer orders, poverty
~ was taken to-mean absoliu%e pove:ty, but the g[OWlng emphasis

on enclosure for nuns was at odds with this aim. .See Brenda
Bolton, "Mulieres sanctae,” for a general discussion of this
problem, and A. F. C.} Bourdillon, The Order of Minoresses in
England (Manchester: The University Press, 1926), pp. 4-5,
for *a discussion of the problem with reference to
MinorésSes, who were of the order of St. Clare.

- 10 Power, Medieval Engl.uih Nunneries., P

".1{ g )
. ll‘ On, the . -3ass comp051t10n of n@pnerles, see Power,
TR 43' : \’Ir ' i
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Medieval Enalish Nunngxlga pp. 4-41; and Hilpisch, p. 47.

&gu'Powerﬁ Mﬁdlﬁlil Engli&h Nupneries, 1lists the
qualifications fo; becoming head of a house: "she should be
above the age of'twenty-one, born in wedlock and of good
reputation™ (p. 45). 1In practice, Power says, "It usually

happened that the head of a nunnery was a woman of- some_

social standlng in her own right™ (p. 42). The Prioress's
wealth is implied at a number of 'points in the: General
Prologue, espec1a11y in what she feeds her pets (GP, 146-
47); and in her beads (GP, 158-62). ‘'Labarge adds an
intriquing sidelight to the Prioress!s beads, when, in the

‘120

fontext of sumptuary laws, she says, "In 1459 the provost of _

Paris confiscated from an elegant, and perhaps pious,
prostitute not only a shoulder cape of satin furred with
miniver and a-silver—-gilt belt but also a coral rosary with
a silver agnus dei and a‘book of hours with' a sliver clasp,
because these were the . marks of an honest woman" (p. 201).

On the Prioress's beads, and the use of lapidary, see John -

~ Block Friedman, ."The Prioress's Beads 'of Smel Coral',”
Medium Aevum, 39 (1970), 301-5. _For the view that the
Prioress is piddle-class, see John P. Cutts, "Madame
Eglentyne's Saint Loy," Studies in the Humanities, 7 (1979),
34-"7- and Charles Moorman, "The Prioress ‘as Pearly Queen,
Cheéuc r Review, 13 (1978- 79), 25-33.

: 13 rThe Knlght has beenAlnterpreted in a different way;
Terry Jones, Chaucer's Knight: The Portrait of a Medieval

‘Mercenary (London: Weidenfeid and Nicolson, 1980), argues.

‘that the Knight is a mercenary and the object of Chaucer's
‘continual satire. .The weight of critical opinion is @gainst
this 1nterpretat10n see, for instance, Derek Brewer An
Introduction to Chaucer (London: Iongman,'1984), pp. 171-2;
David, The Strumpet Muse, pp. 58-59; d Richard Barber,
The Knight and Chivalry, 2nd. ed. (Ipé%lch: Boydell Press
Ltd., 1974 [1970]), p. 155. 4 ~ : :

14 ponaldson, p. 4.

15 Slster M. Madeleva says, "He [Chaucer] was rep?

resentlng the visible effects of a spiritual life of which
he had no experimental or vicarious knowledge™ (p. 5).

16  ponaldson, p. 62.

17 Donaldson, pp. 63-64.

18 Richard,FifthaGreen, "Women in Chaucer's Audience,"
Chaucer Review, 18 (1983-84), 146-54, argues: that the
=hlsworical evidence suggests that Chaucer's audience was

"primarily, if not exclusively, male" (149). He adds, "The

probability that there were some women, albeit in rather
small numbers and perhaps only occa518na;ly, in Chaucer's



audience Seems'high"g(lSO).

19 Sister Madeleva, see note 15, above. Regarding the

Prloress S W1mple, Sister Madeleva says, "Here, again, a-.

‘Secular point of view. fails to catch the chief significance
of ‘things that may have decelved even Chaucer" (p. 17)
Sister Madeleva provides a feading of the Prioress in

relation to the Rule off St. Bengd;gt emphasizing the lived
"-experlence of thls context. -

20 -s&ster Madeleva, p. 14.
21 For a sophlstlcated and challenglng theory on the
"crucial relation of woman as constituted. in representation

“to women as historical subjects,“ see de Lauretis, Al;ge
- Doesn't,’ pa 15 ff.

22 TWo - 1mportant orltlcal statements on the pllgrlm
Chaucer may be found in David, ‘The Strumpgt Muse, pp. 217-
21; and Brewer, An Introduction to Chaucer, p- 45. Both

y -

- David and Brewer suggest that our concept of the narrator is -

too rigid: David says, "a 'persona' does not impose the
restrictions of dramatic consistency that we would expect
from a character in a novel or play"™ (p. 218); and Brewer
gfys, "Chaucer was influenced by this characterlstlcally
othic. Shlftlng point-of-view created by the poet's variable-
persona in the poem. He: -developed the device of the persona
in his own way very elaborately and fluidly" (p. 45).-See
also, Delany who"comments, "So that it may at a given point

be elther true or not-true, or. both, to assert that Chaucer .

"ig" or "is not" hlS narrator" (p. 54). .
[

23 }he meaning of ‘the Prloress s oath has. puzzled
commentators. See Robinson, p. 654; and Ridley, The
Prioress, pp. 16-17, *for a review of the p0551b111t1es.
- Cutts advances -the theory that St. Loy means St. Louis IX

(35-37). It seems to me that if we cannot define the

meaning of the cath specifically, we should be clear abomt

the parameters of its meaning- in the portrayal of the
Prioress: on one side that it is not swearjing of a serious

in vainjyon the other side that swearing is a significant
detail of her ‘portrayal when a Prioress sheuld not swear at
,'all. TKis detail contributes to the'Prioress's amblgulty,

but given the parameters of its meanlng, it, too, is clearly
va limited amblgulty. .

24 This seems to be the generak consensus, although
the issue.of the Prioress's size is seldom addressed
dlrectly, but see note 25, below. ‘ «

. ‘ / »
S 25 Edward H. Kelly, "By Mouth of Innocentz: The
Prioress Vindlcated, Papers on Language and Literature,

¢ . 2
| ’ G

hemous sort because it does not take the Lord's name °
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Prioress i ‘comic. He notes the "piling up of diminutives"
- (374), and says that they can only function huporously if
they are in opposition to the grand 'or large, namely the
Prioress herself" (365).  Kelly wishes to avoid
contaminating the pPrioress's Tale with this comic view, and
50, interprets the movement from the General Prelogue to her
_tale as oné of enlargement, ending with the agtistry that
"swells in the tale itself" (374). M. A. Whitaker has
suggested that the verse, "For, hardlly, she was nat
undergrowe" (GP, 136), 1is an instance of litotes, which
‘would further support Kelly s argument co e B

-(1969), 3 31:;4r Kelly argues that the portrait of the

_ 26 Tne Ronance of the Rose, p. 280, Chapter 62, "The
~Duenna tells Fair Welcome how woméh gdin men's love," 1.
101-26 [13382 13407].

27 Accordlng to Diane Bornsteﬁn, The Lady in the
. Tower; Medieval Courtesy Literature for Women y(Bamden, CT:
Archon Books, 1983), the ideal of -courtesy books "was an,
ideal of passivity and claustration.. .>. Although women
played important roles in the’ polltlcal and economic
spheres, their duties within the home were emphasized, and

the household wqe con51oered their groper domain" (pp 120- -
21)

L]
3

28 Power, Medieval Engllﬁh Nunnerleﬁ P 346.

29 . power, Med;eyal Englleh Nunner;eﬁ pp. 353- 54-
30 1n Power, Med;ezﬁl Engllah Nunner;ee PpP. 351 52

31 Power, Mﬁdlﬁlﬁl Engllﬁh Nunnerlee, p. 304 and p.
307.

“

'32_'5111,'p. 197 e e )
33 Hill, p. 184. | ~ i
34 gi11, p. 178.

35' ‘The meaning of the graln has ralsed yet another
~dispute: see, Albert B. Friedman, "The Mysterious 'Greyn' in
the Prioress's Tale," Chaucer Review, 11 (1976-77), 328-33,
- who argues that the grain "has no- symbolic valence at all
but is simply a prop in the dynamics of the story" (330);
and Sister Nicholas Maltman, "The D1v1ne Granary, or the End
of the Prioress's 'Greyn' " Chaucer Reéview, 17 (1982-83),
163-70% rwho replles to Frledman, pointing out that the grain
is u ed only in Chaucer's.version (166 and that it'is also
used in the Childermas where "the graln functions as a
symbol of martyrdom but more precisely as a symbol of the
soul w1nnowed or purged from the body" (165). = For the



‘allusions to the Childermas in the -Prioress's Tale, see

Marie Padgett Hamilton, "Echoes of Childermas in the Tale of
the Prioress," 1n§£?auger. Modern Essays in Criticism, ed.
Edward Wagenknec (New York: Oxford University Press,
-1959), pp. '88-97, and note 39, below. o

36 The Latin Joke is: "Mulier est hominis Qsmfum
/Madame, the sentence of this Latyn is,/ 'Womman is mannes
joye and @l his blis'." (NPT, 3164-66), and see Power,

Medieval English Nunneues, P- 260, for the historical
evidence. ' '

37

of Qur Lady Told by Chaucer's Prioress, Chaucer. Society,
Second Series, No. 45 (London: Kegan Paul, 1910), Chauter's
changes to his source or sources include: specifying the
settlng as Asia; changing the age of the clergeon frem ten
to. seven, addlng ‘the figure of the older boy who explains
the song's meaning to the llttle clergeon; and amplifying
the description of the clergeon s school (pp: 115-20). On

the last point Brown comment@”that "the schoocl which he

[Chaucer] ‘describes is. thorougkly English" (p. 115). On the

second point, there has be€én some discussion. Margaret H.
Statler, "The Analogues of Chaucer's Prioress' Tale: -The
Relation of Group C to Group A," PMLA, 65 (1950), 896-910,
suggests a later contact between the C sub-group, or English
group, and the trunk,, or A group, which may have been
responsible for the change in the clergeon's age. John C.

Hirsh, "Reopaming the Prioress's Tale," Chaucer Review, 10

(1975-76), 30-45, suggests that the age is significant. In
England, Jews were required to wear the Badge of Shame from

the age of seven; hence, the clergeon would have been of an

~age to be recognized as a nog-Jew (31).- Jews were, however,
officially expelled from gland in 1290

: 38 Robert 0- Payne, The Key of Remembrance:; A Study of
Chaucer's Poetics (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press,

_Publishers, 1973'[1963]), p. 168. .
39 Payne, pp 168 69.
40 ﬁamllton, p.9l K | | o -
,’ 4l' Sumneanerrls "A Hissing Stanza in Ghaucers
ll’_ﬁni.g_é_gaﬁ_sla;_e mmmm,sfm Ml.t_t&lll.mg.en 80 (1979).'.
42

Tlﬁdltlgﬂ.._ A study in Style and Meaning (Berkeley:

Uni versity of California Press, 1966), p. 192; Payne, p.

165; 26; and Martin Stevens, "The Royal Stanza in Early
Engl&sh

that the rhyme. royal stanza, form "gives Chaucer further

According to Carleton Brown, A S;udy of Ihg M;rﬁglg'

Charles Muscatine, Chaucer  and the French

Literature,"” PMLA, 94 (1979), 74. Stevens argues
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,_Tender Heart,” in Qhﬁuggj.cnltjgjsmi@:i
- ed. Richard J. Schoeck and Jerome Taylogs

opportunlty to characterlze the 0utward formallgy‘
of: ethueﬁte as part . of.. the veneer of tmefP

worldliness"” (68) SURCEL G 7

43 Archer, 47 .-
o X ' . .
44 Archer, 47. .
45 Richard J. - Schoéck, "Chaucerf%iie

d':f “
University of Notre Dame Press, '1960), p_ ﬁ? "w§8.{ Desplte
historical commentaries, for instance, Md¥y; £t Schlauch,

English Medieval Literature -and Its CEQ
(Warsaw: - Papstwowe Wydawnictwo -Naukowe, 1956); p. 265; and

extensive replies to this argument,“for instance'Ridley, Ihﬁ"

Prioress, pp. 1-14, the charge that the-Prioress's Tale
exhibits "the teller's love of cruelty" continues (Stevens,

+68). For a more recent reply to both the critical strategy
- of displacing the anti-Semitism onto the Prioress, and to-
- charging her with cruelty, see Albert B. Friedman, "The

Prieress's Tale and Chaucer's Anti—Semitism,f Chaucer
Review, 9 (1974-75), 118-29. Although Friedman's arguments

and replies are generally astute, Archer's analy51s of the</.

anti-Semitism of the tale as a structural component seems to
me to be more accurate and useful than Friedman's analysis

of its anti-Semitism as "incidental," and the modern

reader's concern with it as "a measure of the moral progress

ofr humanity" (127)

46 Sherman Hawklns,_"Chaucer s Prloress and the
sacrifice’ of Praise," JEGF, Q (1964), 599-624, also makes
the point that the Prioress "is naive in her worldllness,
bit naiveté is not the same as innocence. The Prioress is
childish in the realistic, not the sentimental sense" (624).

‘Hawkins argues that we must read the Prioress's- Tale
figuratively. It "belongs to a- world of the allegorical and
‘supernatural rather than the world of literal reality"

(599). Hawkin's interpretation rests on the similarities
between the Prioress and the clergeon, partlcularly the
Prioress's commeht in her prologue: "But as a child of" twelf
month oold, or lesse,/ Than kan ‘unnethes any word expresse,/
Right so fare I" (483-86). I am argging that the

differences between the Prioreds and the little clergeon are

also worth noting. f

471 St. Cecilie's love is active, encompassing, and

knowledgeable in spite of,,not because of the context in
which it 1s set. { ‘ '

48 ‘Mary Hamel, "And Noijor SOmethlng Completely
Different: The Relatlonshlp Between the Prioress's Tale and

“the Rime of Sir Thopas," Chaucer Review, 14 (1979-80), 251~

m I l.: K

- e.Dame, Ind.._

“Fouhdations
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59, argues for the’ obVlou contrasts, especially between the
Exlgxgssas Tale and Sir : a miracle of the Virgin and.

» .~ .a burlesques romance, the ‘triumph of good and the triumph of
- folly; rime royal and "rym dogerel, and the audience
reaction of "wonderful sobriety" and "violent disgust”
(252). Hamel also notes’ the ¢tovert similarities between the
tales which contribute to the effectiveness of Sir Ihgpas

2 lespec1ally the light structygal similarities in the images

~ %of the ‘'gem and the flower (2 3 -56). '

49 Rldley, The RLLQL&&E: p. 34, argues for this
interpretation, &ee note 6. above; as ‘does G. H. Russell,
"Chaucer: The Prioress's Tale," in Medieval Literature and

. Civilization: Studies in Memery of G. N. Garmonsway, ed. D.
é * A. Pearsall and R. A. Waldron (London: Athlone, 1969), pp.

i

211-12.
G ‘50 . o . —
A Ridley, The Prioress, p. 29.
PN s i. 51 :

The soc1a11y constnuated concépt of motherhood is
also historically specific. Shahar points to the "dismis-
sal, to the point of total disregard, of the maternal role
of women" in'the Middle Ages (p. 103). Both Shahar, pp. 98-
106, and. Carruthers, 221, n.31, point out that wifehood =~
and motherhood are not .related comcepts in the Middle Ages
-because g woman's first and most important duty, if married,
was to her husband. Shahar adds that they are unrelated
because paternity was more important than maternity (p. 99);

and because procreation was seen “not as a value 1n itself" . \
(p. 105). : , ,
. 52 ' . . C ' — : N .
Ridley, Iha Exioxess' pP. 24. &

5% On the flgure of the mogher see Chapter II, note
45, ove.' The mother's role as 1nte cessor 1in an
hlerarchlcaleconflguratlon such as that -which prevailed in
the Middle Ages depends on her subordination to the all-~
powerful father, and her subordination necessitates her lack
of power.

54. St. éecilie's powéx\a“a nun-submission occur at two
pivotal poin in her tale: she refuses to submit to her
- husband,’ Valerlan, and ‘she refuses to submit toﬁAlmachlus

r

_ 55 Muscatine, Poetty and Crisis, p. 128-39. Muscatine
is 'interested in the poetic responses of the Bea;l poet,

Langland, and Chaucer to thelr historical situation, a
situation he characterlzes as "an age of 'frisig'" (p. 14).
Chaucer's response is primarily o be found (in"his use of
~irony; however, Muscatine argues that pathd musﬁ be by all |
odds the most persistent alternative to ironyd¥hat Chaucer.
felt" (pp. 128 29). In his use of pathos, Chaucer‘
“participates 1n ‘the' full tlde of this typlcally late—




~

‘0

medieval sentimentalization ofe religious-feeling” (p. 129).
Muscatine identifies the Prioress's Tale as hoth moving and
richly full of pathos (p. 139). Like Ridley, The Prioress.,
p. 29, Muscatine characterizes the Prioress as a "delicate,
feminine, maternal nun" (p. 139). See, also,; Alfred David,
"An ABC to the Style of the Prioress,”™ in Acts of

Interpretation: The Text in Its Coptext 70Q0-1600, ed. Mary
J. Carruthers and Elizabeth D. Kirk (Norman, OK: Pilgrim

Books, 1982)., who argues for a new religious sensibility as.
.exemplified in the Prioress's rosary: "the tendency of the

age to turn religion into art" (p. 148).

)

, 36 Carolyn Collette, "Sense and Sensibility in the
Prioress's Tale," Chaucer RevView, 15,(1%§§-81),.138—50. ’

57 - Hardy Long Frank, "Chaucer's Prioress- and The
 Blessed Virgin," thuge; ngigy "33 (1978-79),~359 !

28 Russell argues for'this 1nterpretat10n, E%ncludlng,

"For the poem's concern is with the humble and the simple, .

but not with these &s types of human weakness. Humility and
simplicity-are, in fact, capable of access to sources of

strength which enable them not merely to triumph over their

apparent . human. superiors, but to transcend all human
limitations" (p 227). - . :

59

hIN

See, however, Sherman Hawkins' argument that the

Ptioress Tale, being allegorical, does indeed €pedk the .

.spirit, not the letter (599)# and Donald W. Fritz, "The
‘Prioress"s Avowal of Ineptitude,"” Chaucer Review, 9 (1974-
75), 166-81, who. argues that the tale is-about eternal
realities, the topos of the inexpressible, adding, "We would
be in'error to' take the words of the Tale as hav1ng their
co- reference in time" (167)..

60 an attempt to reconcile a "Madelevian" and
‘"Robertsonian" approach is made by Robert W. Hannlng, "The
Theme of Art and Life in Chaucer's Poetry, ‘in Geoffrey

Chaucer; 2 lelegtlgn of Original Articles, ed. George D.
Economou,‘Contemporary Studies 1n therature (New York:

‘McGraw-Hill, 1975), pp. 15-36." Hann1 discusses the -’

‘Prioress's portrait in the General Pro e in terms of
role-pldying, notes that "Chaucer. makes th ‘limitations of
the.performance quite clear," and concludes: "The Prioress's

~art of self-presentation cannot finally protect her from our

gentle laughter, but it can and does insulate her against
our attempt ‘to find the real woman byhind the mask" (p. 32).
‘The problem of reallty, in this 1nterpretat10n, remains

unresolved.

1 power, Medieval English Nunneries, p. 342.
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Chapter IV: The Wife of Bath

-

. One .is not iikely to.férget the wife of Bath when
‘considering the women pilgrims:of the anig;bﬁ;y Tales.
rgputgtion alone, sheé looms féﬂger than life.  She jij
déscribed more physically and more fully in the General

"Prologue than the other two women pilg.ims. She is more

particularized, especially in her dramatic and self-

.ngonfeséipna% prologue; and she ig ﬁoreﬁexpliciﬂly linked

with the central ferniale character of her tale. More than

the oth®r two women pilgrims, "and pérpaps'moré than any

okher pilgrimgin the Qgﬁ;gzbg;y Tales, }he may seem real to
“us. In comparison to the Prioress and the Second Nun, the
_ rgpresentation of thei&ife of Bath‘maybgven seem egcessiVe,‘

The excessivenessyof thevWife of Bath.dbmes, in part,
from the encrmous amount of criticism that has been written

1

about her. Although a full—léngth historical study of
cdmmentary on the Wif; of Bath'femains to be writtén,
‘Caroline Spuréeon has provided us with a:brief analysis of
- the relative pépulafity of Chaucer's works. A%ong with the
General Pgoloéué, the Knight's Tale, and tﬁe Nun's Priest's
‘Tale, the Wife of Bath's Exglggné has been among those
parts of th; Qéh;g;bu;y Iaigs to have consisten;ly‘

generated comment. ‘Her:Prologue, from Chaucer's time to the

™

.,“,-f1278
o N

T



end of the eighteenth century, has usually been rated as

3

the sixth most popular of Chaucér's wgrk.1 In recent yeafs,

the Wife of Bath's popularity has mushroomed.2

(*{TCommentaries on the Wife of Bath offer both‘stértling

variety and Ehanp diSagreement. She has bgen_analxzed in

terms of her representation in the fSeneral Prologue, in

y =

té:ms of her Prolbgué, in terms of her Tale, or any
cpmbination of the three. She has been andljiéd in terms of
the‘Mafriage‘GroUp.>.SHé has .been analyzed in terms . of

social reality, ecdnomic réality,‘énd psychological
: : . &

rfality.3 She has been perceived as: "iiéentiqus;"

scurrllous " and "spiritualiy corrupt."4 Others have found

her both an "attractive" and "compléx personallty;"'"both

§hperficially ahd profoundly religious;" "comic and ironic;"
and "flamboyantly&dlsplayed"5 She 'is éaid to be feminist,
_ Jg4

“or anti- mlsogynlst, and she is said to be ant1 femlnlst or

nist.6 Shezgs a victim and survivor of the

patriarcﬁal oppression,of women, and she is the émbodiment
of the wicked wife.7 From those who perceive her as the Ne@
Eve to thcse who see her:as represen;atige bf 3 new socigi
class, the Wife of Bath's fascinafionufor readers is bound

up with - her femaleness.

£

The Plethora“of writings about the Wife of Bath

‘\ipresents 'its own kinds of problems. Spurgeon comments that
1t is curlous to reflectﬁthat éhe cr1t1c1sm Chaucer has

received throughout these five centuries in ﬂeallty forms a

measurement of Judgment -- not of him/f-- but of his’

o]
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critics."8 1In éach historical period, reéde:s bring their

'own'§es£heticjyaers, terminology, tastes, %nd‘interests.
In adéition, 7t is no longer ohiy ﬁhé English who comment on
‘the Wife of.Bath. English—speaking_peoples of varied and

widely differing backgrounds now write about the Wife of

Bath. In our own century, competing and often incompafible'
. . . ) %

'interpretation§ are cbmplicéted by the increased emphasrﬁ“gn

129

~

thqgry. The movement to theory in nd&jay resolves the -

problems of muitipie interpretatioﬁs.T'Most theoretjical

writings do insist, however, that no !.kerpretation is

. e

innocent of political motivation, or, as Tania Modleski

says, "Interpretation is . . . crucially bound up with
poWer."9

Whether because or in spite of the superfluity of

criticism, and the recent %hift to theory,'or more likely

-

alqﬁ% with them,” the Wife of Bath presents several problemé
-3

for modern feminist readers. First, the representation of

the Wife of Bath is limited. Our sight of her is structured

by both her social—ecpnomic position and her marital status,
the former primarily in the General -:c_ogue, and the latter

- i

primarily in her own prologué‘and tale,l10 With:%he
‘ .

Prioréss: who is also structured by\two codes, our sight is
limited By)the way that the two godes infringe on each
other. With ﬁhe Wife of Bath, the two codes seem to work
together to open ub ‘possibilities and connections. Wever-

theless, the Wife of Bath's position in relation to the

institutién of marriage is limited in two important ways.



Tne DECOl'l‘Q Nun'sSy we 1Lind tnat marrlage-nas peen .aerinea in.
% a different way‘for each,’and'that for the Wife of Bath.
| ' ,options have been:excluded{' | |
The second7interpretive'problem-is*more complex because
it involves theoreticalhissues, The Wife of Bath is
energetic, intelligent,.and learned. She cdhfronts the
mlsogynlst tradltlon, and, whether her 1nterpretat10n of
various authorltleslls understood as ‘a re- readlng or a
mlslnterpretatlon, .she refutes the tradltlon. Moreover, the_
Wlfe of Bath ralses many.lssues of relevance_tofwomen,‘
medieval and.modern:, childqmarriage, sexual e¢onomics,
.~female’power, images of women, strategies of'survival, the"
‘rise of'a new class, and the social 1mportance of aglng, to
| mentlon a few,, There 1s, however, a growrng consensus among
femlnlst cr1t1cs that the Wife of Bath is a male fantasy or;‘
W1sh—fulflllment.- The 1mp11cat10ns of thls acknowledgement.

)

would seem to put the W1fe of Bath s relevance to women .

readers.rn geopardyf The second part of thls chapter 1s~'

concerned w1th the p0551b111t1es of recuperatlmg, w1nn1ng,

i

back?y the Wlfe S relevance for women readers 1n the face of

her status as a male’ fantasy. While we w&&l flnd some of -

°

these recuperatlons unde51rable because of %gelg theoretlcalv

V4

- ’1mp11cat10ns, others may p01nt us toward a,re v151on1ng

In comparlson to the other two womed/pllgrlms, the Wlfe

4
of Bath does, 1ndeed, loom large. 7fhe.also looms alone.

- . 1



traveds arone, ana no contact s ever shown or implied
between the Wife of Bath and the two nuns. It would be
dlfflcult to find a point of contact between the three women
Aexcept that they are all women, all’ three are on pllgrlmage
to Caq;erbury, and all three are within the sphere of the
medieval religious culturef and the last two ‘points are
common to both the femaleland'the'male pilgrins.‘

The Wife of Bath, designated female like,the‘PriOress.
‘and the Second Nun, seems to have nothing in common with

;both of them that iS'specifically femsle,:feminist, or
'womanly. There are 51m11ar1t1es between the Wife of Bath
and the Prloress~ for_exampley the dress code used'ln the
portrayaliof each.‘ There are similarities between the
Prioress and the Second Nun; both are nuns. There is aiso,
rather surprisingly, a similarity between the Wife of _Bath
and the Second Nun. The_two wdmen pilgrims seem in many
ways to be the antithesis of each other.k The Secpnd_Nun'sv
portrayal is not a'physical‘pcrtrayal. She is not"
perticnlarizedf and the voice of hertprologue and tale
cannot, with certarnty, be sald té be a female vorce.' The
.Wlfe of Bath, on the other hand, is physically represented.
She isinarticularized, and the’voice.df\hég prologue and
tale is spec1f1cally a female voice.

| The srngle characterlstlc which all three women shereh
is\thelr posrtlon of dependency or suuprdination. The .

- Second Nun is subordinated‘to_the Prioress in the worldly



negated, or perhaps duplicated if the Pr.ioress is understood
‘as a'Mamy figure, in her prologque. Either way, her
subordinate position is moved to the sphere of the divine.
The Wife of_Ba%h i§_represented as an autoﬂomous %igure in
the General Pr logue,.and it is not until her prologue that
we see her enormous depéndency on:menf

The Prioreés'is no less dependent than the other'two
women. She is dependeng on botl God aﬁd mén..¢The three
women most likely reflect the generallcondition of‘éhe vasﬁ
majority of women in the Middlé Ages. Uﬁlike the‘Pri&?esS/
the Wife of Bath and the Second Nun escape, to a great
extept, the problem of serving two mésge:s. Despige theﬁ
fact that each is serving a different master, both women, in
their tales, define their separate sphere§ of actiQn and
their separate masters through the same institution --
marriégéfw

The Wife of Bath takes her subordinate position withih
marriage as defined in the sphere of the worldly and the
phyéical.“ The Second Nun's reiétionship to the éafthly,
bhysical'realm is' severely limited.b In her tale, the
.earthly realm is a stopping point on the wéy to the divine
fealm. It is a place in which witness is given to the
divine realm. Thé Second Nun, in the General Prologue; in
.hér own pro1ogpé, and in her tale, leads us inexorably to
the divine realm. The Wife of Bath's Tale, on the other

"hand, is a tale of transformation which has, at best, a

o



her tale, we are concerned ‘with What‘Erich‘Auerbach calls'
. \‘ a .

"earthly love," or 'sekxual desire. Speaklng,of Boccaccio's
Décameron, Auerbach says, ."[It] develops a dlstlnct,,

thoroughly practical and secular, ethlcal‘codewrooted in the
‘ - o / ~ B v . . ! ' \ ’ . ' N
right to love,ian ethics which in its very essence is anti-

Christ&an."llvThe old, hag's transformation at the end.of the
- Wife of BQLDL§ Tale is azresponselto an earthly, sexnal
desire, just‘as'the‘wife's last wordsz het'ptayerfcurse,
assert ‘the .right to earthly love. The wlfe’of Bath's
fallure to go beyond the earthly, phy51cal realm is p01nted'

out by tﬁe early manuscrlpt glosses Accordlng to Grahanm
Caie, the glosses "stress -the Wife' s~deafness.toAthe

L 4

spiritual meaning of the texts, a’'deafness which shows, not

- . . S N

a deficient intelligenca, but.a defiant refusal to listen to
the New Law and to renounce her llcentlousness 1 order.to

follow Chrlst s examole, as the Woman of Samarla had done,

ip addltlon, Cale says, the glosses ”po ntéguhj%he5

flguratlve?meanlng of marrlage and 1ts moral 1gnuflcance

[ <
1*'

not only for wives but-for l mankind. "13 o

“t
B

i
In llne w1th th1s ba51c dlfference, marrlage 1n the .

~

Second Nun_s Tale occurs ear]ly-i he narratlve. ,Lt,as the o

means by Wthh St. Cec111e meets her converts, and"ith
‘prOV1des ‘a test of her commltment to v1rgln1ty and
salntllness. Marrlage is not a slgnlflcant element in the

Sﬁggnd Nun_s Bxglggue for St. Cec1lle, apd It LS not an

aspect of her,martyrdomp‘ In the H;ﬁe Qﬁ Bﬁhh;& Ialg”' :

o’



tale, the final narrative event to which the tale.moyes, and

_ , o @;;
‘with which it ends.

.{,In the tales of both the Second Nun. and the Wife of -

I

’Bath, the physical condltlon of the female body is of

L ’ '-';ri' L

paramount.lmportance.‘ § Cec 1re malnta{ns her v1rgln1ty,
“gano.her virginity sUstaLne‘t?e~nerrat1ve. The Sgggng/ﬂgg_gh
| Tale ends with the mutilation of her body #n the physical

realé};but the mutilation does not prevent her ffom
_preaching,-that is;,f;om fulfilliné'her spiritual_hission.

In the Wife of Bgthlﬁj:aie, the rape of.the virgin setS'the
- narrative in motion: "Once raped, the-now hon—virgin,
disappeers from the nartative. Like virginity) she was a
narrative function. | | |

Virginity functions in a similar manner in the Hiﬁe,gﬁ
}gﬁjﬂg”ﬁ;glggge. In accordanoe'with more general%cultural
views, the Wife holds virginjity in gfeat rewefence.
"Virginitee," she says, "is greet pe?feccion" (W%P,_IOS): it
is to "lyve parfitly" (WBP, ll;).v_The Wife elevates
virginity.:.she aoknowledges it ae a standatd}‘even as she
aggress%yely'admits itlto‘be a standard she cannot'meet
Her first experlence of marriage suggests why the standardv
cannot be met.« For the Wlfe of Bath, mhrrled aé the age of
twelve to an’ old man, v1rgln1ty was never a ch01ce,'and hesb
:sexiel 1n1t1at10n .must seem more llke s001ally'sanctioneo
rape tham the‘payment of a marrlage debt. In'a culture

l&ke our own, where ‘women are marrylng later and later, if



is shocklng, and her easy acceptance of the cultural

practlce no leqs so.;3

LA The two dlfferlng narratlve uses of marrlage in the

SE_Q.QHQ Nun's Iaj.e and the H.Lfe Qﬁ Bath_s P_mlszgna and Ial_e

are 1nd1cat1ve of a cultural dllemma over the nature of

- )\
-marriage in the Mlddle Ages. In the Sgggnd Nun_s Tale,

kS

marrlage approaches the sacramental nature attrlbuted to it’

by the church It does not become a sacrament 1n the tale

[ 4

because the emphasrs is oncvﬁrglnrty, ratherﬁthan on either
- < { -

‘v1rcln1ty in marrlaoe or marrlage 1tse1f In other words,
“virginity and martyrdom are the outwards signs of grace, not
“matrlmony./*fhe dlfflculty in maklng marrlage a sacrament.
'la§ prec1sely in the extremely hlgh value placed on
" virginity by the church. As Georges Duby says,'"the
sacrament of‘marriage,was Still’kept in the béCKground,

- still tinged by vestiges of anxiety and ‘repulsion regarding
S L
what ‘went on at nlght in the marrlage bed. "14

In- the Engllsh context, the pauﬁ}tyvof-nuns might have

made the whole‘%roblem of marrlage ang virginity 1rrelevant,'

<

‘but, of course, 1t did not.% The elevatlon of v1rgln1ty\~

o

~.continued, even though there was no cohesrve'or contlnued
dttempt to encourage or provide the economic means by which
women could maintain their virginal status. The absence of

meaningfu]l alternatives might be seen as an attempt to
~resolve the problem;'the opporthnity to-remain a viré}n or .
to become a nun narrowed, and;the choice-of’whether to

@]



marry or not bpecame nOIl"E'XlStent.—'

\\,2*\ Vlrglnlty could be extolled w1th some safety, there,

~

being little chance that many women could‘ohoose it. In the'
eehee, then, that the Wife of Bath"coold.only most
imptobably havelbeoome a nun, or‘remained'a,virgin, the
achnoﬁledgeme;t‘Of the eUpetiority of.Virginity in her

prologue serves only *‘to oleaffthe'ideological space ixom

‘which she will speak. She acknowledges thevsgperiority of

Virginity,‘denigrates herself accordingly, and moves on to

her expefience of marriage. Virginity slips into the

-vbaokgrodnd, even as it slips into the background in her

tale. InStead of marriage conceived as a saCrament,

‘

‘marrlage in her prologue and tale is the legal and. edonomic

exchange of phy51cal séx. 15
Yet, if the Wlfe of Bath ‘is unable to ‘choose the optlon

of. V1rgln1ty, in or out.of marrlage, w1dowhood would have
“l

- been a lessolmposslble choice. 4 This pQSSlbllltY»ls

foreclosed. Although Dame Alisoun is, in_fact, ‘a widow, or

becomes one in the course of her discourse, she 'is still
known as the Wife of Bath. WidOwhood\ié Rever shown or

mentloned as a. de51rable optlon. Consid rlng that,’as"

'Shahar notes, a w1dow who was well prov1ded for enjoyed

'g:eater freedom-than/any other-type of woman. in medieval

soMety," this foreclosure is odd.l’
Widowhood is referred to twice, both times.in the Hife

of Bath's Ialg - One answer to the questlon of what.women,

“

desire is: "And oftetyme to be wydwe and: &%%de“ (WBT, 928)



‘The reversal of the more usual chronological order, one

1f1rst weds and then becomes a W1dow, may be attrlbuted to‘

the necessmtles of the rhyme scheme: "abedde" 1s-the word"

from the previoUs,veﬁse which requires a rhyme. It may,
. : N

also,‘indicate that widowhood is desirable'only as a

precondltlon to another marrlage To be a WIdOW 1s not, in

itself, de51rable.- Slnce the entire movement of the. ﬂlf#lgf
'Ba;h_s Erglggue and Iale is the movement toward marriage, it

is of nece551ty a movement away from W1dowhood. Although

‘for dlfferent reasons, wldowhood 1s erased in the H;ie fo'

v . I

Eath_s Erglggue and Tale as thoroughly as 1t is in the

S_ecgndﬂun_slimlggueand.’tale ‘
A p0551ble allu51on to w1dowhooo 1n/the w;fe Qf Bathg;

: Iale.does not spec1f1cally refer to belng a w1dow: "For to_

be free, and do right as us lest,/ And that novman‘repreve
us of oure vice" (WBT,“ 936-37). The first part of this
- answer to the'quesggonof what women desire.is a description
vof belng a widow in ‘the Mlddle Ages. fWidowhood'has already

been foreclosed Jin the first allu51on, and by its
N\

'consplcuous absence throughout the prologue and tale, but ..

the second part of the poss1ble answer'here Suggests thag

:

for a woman to be free and do-as she llkes 1s to say that

she W1ll 1ndulge in vice. The empha51s is not on freedom

from marriage, but freedom from reproof
’ - °

The questlon of the Wlfe s tale, what do women de51re,'

N

is hedged in by two llmltatlons whlch ar ‘also operative in

o the Wlfe s‘prologue. *Wldowhood“is.excluded as a

N



possibility, while virginity is sthe preferred answer, given
befo;e the questlon is raised. To be defined in-a nOn-
sexual and non heterosexua{ way is not a pos51b111ty at all.
The context in which the questlon 1s ralsed nece551tates an
answer which wrll place women 'in sexual relation to men.
" The knight's answer, given'to himéhy the "olde wyf"i(wBT,
‘1000), is: "Wommen desiren to have sovereynetee/ As wel.bver'
: hir"housbond asahir-love / And for to heen in maistrie'hymu
above" (WBT,J1038—4OY Although we are told that- nelther
w1fe, maid, nor widow élsagreed with thlS answer: "In .al the
conrt’ne wasvther wyf, ne mayde,/ Ne. wydwe, that contrarled,
that he sayde" (WBT 1043 44), thlS must seem, in context,
graturtous. The questlon of womenri desire has alreadyv
precludedfhér\de51re out51de her heterosexual relatlon to
| men. Her des§¥ 1s, moreover, fixed or 51tnated_w1th1n
heterosexual marrlager; Desire 1is transformed into
heterosexual deS1re and flrmly located within women as
phys1ca1 bodles. This is not a surprlslng 1ns1ght; women
were_ldentlfledrwith the body through the Eve tradition or -
.ana10gy j]/‘ ,v |

o .
z \

4 ’ ¢

The representatlonvof the Wlfe of Bath is exce581Ve.
. Her t1t1e, hér five. marrlages, her proloque and tale of
sexual des1re, her full phys1cal representatlon all p01nt to
% representatlon deflned‘zn terms of the earthly and
physrcal. °Marr1age is deflned 1n terms of earthly love,vnot
‘1n terms of splrltual‘love as 1t 'is in the Sgggnd Nun_s

Tale. Moreover,?wdmen s de51re 13 51tuated w1th1n <



heterosexual narriage.f Virginity, in or out of marrlage,
- and. w1dowhood are both excluded as de51rable optlons.
,Woman S de51re is deflned as'the sexual de51re7for men./§The
Wife ofJBathls‘size/ from ﬁhir hipes-larde“ (GP, 472) to the
length of her prologUe and tale -- her prologue is as long

as the General Prologue,-and'onlxj%he Knight's Tale .is

,-

‘. longer than her prologue and tale -—’underlineS‘the narrow‘
way in which she.is defined..

+ - Chaucer's addition, or what William_Matthews'calls his
"major departure"™ from the literary.tradition of'the

heterosexually "randy old'woman" is to make the Wife of Bath

married.18 -With this addition, her sexual desire for men is
' /] o , — .

both;confined and maﬁe excessive. The confinement comes

from’the -fact that the,Wife feels that she must marryﬁgnf
order to attain sex'fﬁom’neng Her sexuallty is controlled
by the necessity of§narriage.' At the same time, the Wife
has married five times. She acknowledges the nécesgity of -
vmarriage}"and’its‘controlling function but She\enceeds it
"~ by repetltlon, and by making marriage the means of attalnlng
her sexual~ends. Because the Wife seems: to env151on an
-

endless sucdession of husbands, she exceeds the apparent

llmltatlons. She‘exceeds them not,byog01ng beyondvthem but "

simply by repetition, that is, sheﬂescapes<fﬁe control of
s .' . '/ . ) A : L+ ’_‘ . |
% any one marriage over $erssexuality by multiplying the

marriages. Nevertheless, ger desire is sexual desire, and it
A. . . . . o Y N o . . .
is .confined within the institution of heterosexual

SN . _
marriage. - ' ~

AN
L, ‘ f



On the'face of it, the Wife of éath, defined as a

physrcal body whose de51re is the sexual de51re for men

channeled through the 1nst1tut10n of marriage, is a male
] .

fantasy. Some critics think that we have not, ia arr1V1ng

L Q 3 Y

.at this conclusion, seen far enough. Robert Hanning, for

instance,‘diSCUSSing'the Prloressband the Wlfe of Bath,
says: _ , | Y | ;
Instead of attacklng fe&ale behavior® Chaucer:
percelved 1t as a conso&pus and hnconsc1ous
response to the ‘situation in which women were“

placed by their world. | ather than pralslng‘or
condemning them, Chaucer's art shapes our
dnderstandlng.of the int play of character ‘and
»»sbcial environment tha mare: Allswun and

Eglentyne the complex, uinforgettable women they

¢ st111 are. 19 o ‘

Hannlng s 1nterpretatlon is 1mportant as much for where it

- was publlshed as for what it says. It was publrshed'in one

of the two’mostbprestigious”North American women's. studids
journals: Sigﬁs. Hence, his interpretation'is both

addressed to femlnlst scholars, and takes 1tslp ace amongst

'femln t scholarshlp. For these reasons, it is 1mportant to . - .

consider the 1mp11cat10ns of his approach and conclusrons.
—Hannlng s admlttedly large clalms for Chauc r's

1n51ghts 1nto the roles women play;"20 depends on a d1v151onf
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sex 1s for procreation, and, that sex is for pleasure.

\). = . < . \ 3

]

between role and self. 1In other words, there are roles
which are played_or assumeo; end-whioh are to be
differentiated from the "true" self. In thig case, the truev
self, “the Wifeﬁof Bath, can be discerned from the
contradictions of her Proloouevana Tale, for instance,. that

~ ' X
Hanning further argues thét’sbevis'"trapped between‘sexual
and intellectual needs."21 H’e’ continues: ~

A marltal relatlonshlp ‘thus becomes a way of.

v‘l'
revenging herself on men" by oppres51ng them and of

T fulfllllng hé; de51res by assumlng male roles,
| both sexual and, as she becomes ‘a clerk of
merriagf£ intellectual}as weéll. In the process)

she- beoomes tha~target of some of her owd\

h&hdstillty Role denial, forcible role assumptlon,

| and self-hatred for"becoming the oppressor -- -this

"( ' . cycle seems the expression of a peculiarly modern

analysis that confirms Chaucer's genius.22
o3 o 9. _
Hannlng s analy51s 1s troublesome for a number of

reason..”-One of the troublesome areas centers on the

questlon of Chaucer con51der1ng the: réles of women in hls

l society in terms of the femlnlst/antl femlnlst Phetorlc of -

¢

" his tlme: why choose the misogynist rhetorlc of his timefto

explore the 11m1tat10ns oﬁ the roles of women’ Indeed, one ‘

~ of the llmltatlons placed on women was prec1sely this
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¢ : / : .
rhetoric and the sentiments that it displays. Then, too:
why, if Chaucer.is exploring the limitations, does he do so.
by limiting the possibilities? Another troublesome area

centers on the distinction between roles and the self who

'lives those roies. Two dlstlnctlons are commonly usgd in

o o ’
describing the Wife of Bath. The flrst is that the

ife.is
highly indiﬁidualized, and that her indiyiduality fildws us»
to see a differehce between roles that arerprescribed by her
society and the self who ldves them out._ By empha5121ng the
contradictions in the Wife of Bath's Prologue, Hanning would
~seem’ to be basing his interpretation on this distinction.
Yet, there is no reason to think that)the particularities of,
the Wife of Bath are at odds with the medieval view of
wémen. Many of them are not~ouly.ih;iine with the viewvofb'.
“women, but aotually oonxribute to thrs'view. For instance;,
Hgnning says, "The contradictions of the Wife's self-
presentatlon are overwhelmlng‘even to her: she.is in fact .
the only Canterbury pilgrim to lose the thread of her story
momentarlly (585~ 86)"23 Thls deta11 of the,Wlfe of Bat\s
discourse may point to her awareness of contradlctlons, bui;,ﬁ‘r
it also afflrms the: medleval soc1etal v1ew that women vere

A

126&pable of sustalned ratlonal thought or. speech. k‘)‘The

Wife's verbal wanderings correspond to her physical
"wandrynge by the weye* (Gp, 467). . o

A second and uore popular way o}:dist;pguiShing between
roles an_o'&\self i}s'»to point to the Wife 6of'-Ba‘th's

consciousness of her self. Within this distinction,

[



societyfs projectioms which the Wife of Bath confirms are
cruoially separated hy her‘consciousness.v‘She lives out the
.roles projected on her, but she is aware both that she is
livingdout-thése roles, and that her society views them
~and het'hegatimely. Hope Phyllis Weissman,ufor instance,
eommehts,‘"The Wife's amareness of herself asDa woman
violated is deeply - mbedded in her consciousness," adding in
a footnote that "la] sense of this oontinually leads modern
readersﬂtntofps;ohoanalytic interpretations."zﬁ- |
Barbara Gottfried largely by-passes both the
dlfflcultles of dlstlngu1sh1ng bekween roles and self,'and
the problems of maklng the Wlfe s self-=consciousness

paramount. Gottfrled arques for the "paradoxical quallty“

of the ‘wife Qi Bath_s Prologue and Iale 25" On the one
hand bhq Wlfe attempts to speak women's experience. On’
the oghemahgn

f;le does so in a world dominated by men who
)wv"'

'\ > w
have. alregfgi' 3rm1ned the rhetoric in which she speaks%;

~As Gottfrled‘, ﬂognlzes, the result is a "double blnd,

which "the Wife of Bath attempts to overcome, and is yet

caught 1n."26v Gottfried spells out the 1mp11cat10ns of'-

this double bind for the Wife's self-consciousness:
\ ° T ' : e

Even as she attempts a deconstruotlon of patrlar—

chal llterature in.an exper1ent1al rev151on of it,

-

the Wife necessarily falis® short of the goal of

ovegcoming authority because ‘she can. only define

herself in relation to that authority. She does



'

not speak simp}§'about herself, but realizes

herself through her:relationship to the»various
manifestations of patriarchy. 'Not only does she

- borrow her'categdries and the terms of her self-

‘evaluatlon from the very literature she condemns,

i

¢ patriarchal authorlty determlnes ‘the fundamental

bases for her self-def;nitlon, o . &fThus patrlarf .
chal society generates both the misogynist litera- -

'ture she protests agalnst ‘and th\}opp051tlon to
/

it she herself embodles 27 o ZL'

Hence, the Wife's self~-consciousness is not a reaction to

oppresSion- it is the expression.of'her,oppression’and it is-

fereateo by her society. fn other words> her'self=
conSC1ousness 1s the mark of her marglnallty. The dominant
..groups ‘have no need, of self consc1ousness for themselves;

-all 1s rlght wrth their world and W1th them in 1t. -Only

jmarglnal groups need self consc1ousness. By way of self—‘

s
yax

‘ consc1ousness, the domlnant grbups are able tb Oeflneh_

ubrecognlze, ‘and’ valldate ma%glnal groups as marglnab groups.

It also allows the domlnant groups to deflne and channel the

&

re51stance of marglnal groups to thelr marglnal status. In

' short,.self—con501ousness is the means by which the Wlfe’of

v"pBath S: oppre551on by the domlnant groups is returned to her-

as her personal problem.

The other half of Gottfrfed S argument of paradox'

"‘centers on the Wlfe as speaker and surv1vor.‘gThe Wife,

0o

144



"through the recreatlve act of speaklng, reconstructs her

,experlence 1n relatlon to men."- As survivor, the Wlfe s

performance -- the way in which she speaksn.whet
she does and;doesn't say, her ret}onalizations
ehd defenses, and her re—creative.power -- reveal
' the'bsychic cost, and benefits, of her shrVival in

.a culture in which her own experience runs counter

to the’authority of the prevailing ideology.23

This half of Gottfried's»argument'seems problematic in view

of the-other'half‘of‘her argument. While it is true'that

Gottfrled sees the two halves as paradoxically related‘

.’may st111 ask what status we canpaccord to the’ Wlfe as

speaker: particularly ih view' of the fact that, astottfried
says, she_"realiies herself through her relationship to the

-Gottfried ,recognizes, the Wife is speaking to representa-
’ }

tives of the patrlarchy "To whom is she speaking, after

a11° There are no wives in her audience. The only women

present in the now"of the pilgrimage are members of holy

various manifestations of patriarchy."?? Moreover, as

145

ordersQ The Wlfe does not. even bother to include them when,¥

she addresses her audience., . . ."30 7o whom, then, does the

Wife of Bath "reveal the psyohrc cost, andﬁpenefits, of her
survival"?3l ‘And, how will this audience understandﬁjl;u
‘survival? These questions are-crﬁcial,'aﬁd ve will,retﬁrn

.to them after looking at one other critic's analysis of the

w

-

.,zs
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7”,‘wlfe of Bath

-~

L;kd Gottfrled Lee Patterson sees the pattern of the
H;ﬁe Qf Bath;;lzrglggue and Ialg as one of "withdrawal and
return;“32 In Patterson's argument, however, this pattern
is the central concern as a'poetic technique.‘ Like
Gottfried, Patterson understands the Wife as trapped in a

masculine fantasy Speaklng of the Wife of Bath's Ialg and

the hag's assertlon and subsequent return of “malstrye, she

" says, ',",' ,"' c ‘ J
Coa oy ' . :

The feninineldesire that is anatomized throughout
the Tale is here revealed to be, 1n its authentlc
-form, " determined by a de51re that is not only
ﬁasculine but  is beyond sqrutiny. The,Wife%
& "queynte.ﬁaﬁtasye,“ in short; is a masculine wish
vfulflllment, and bne in, whlcb she appears to. be

fully comp11c1t 33 L i

. 3 ¢
N .

S E
- T . A P I
/ . : ’ . e J,:.». F

3’;L1ke Gottfrled Patterson is not W1111ng to leave the Wife
ff‘of Bath at that., The 1mp]1ca€10ns at this p01nt are that

the Wlfe is the mascullnewcenstruct of a dlfference, the ~

v
o '

ei;_femlnlne v1ewp01nt, whicﬁ turns out to be the same as the-

\'zmasvullne vzewpolnt othhe femlnlne.

/‘_

Patterson maw%s a twofold recuperatlon of the early’

s

i]tflmpllcatlons of her argument. First, she” argues that the

Wlfe of Bath s eonclu51on, her curse, "undoes the very

v

Wv:resolutlon at which shé has herself arrived by suggestlng

R ’ ’ ‘:‘. i
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that it may- be merely “he latest, most 1ns&dlous move: 1n an‘

endless battle of th@;sexes."34 Like Gottfrled PatterSon
p051ts/s€ﬁe trace of an authentlc, female voice. ,ﬁhe”

< v

‘ras&uline construct of a dlfference, the femlnlne viewp01nt,‘

contains. some truth

Patterson reclalms the eamly 1mp11cat10ns of her

argument in a second way Wthh 1s of moré 1nterest. Among
other th1ngs, Patterson llnks the W1fe of Bath to medlevalA

poetics. She pornts ‘to the analogy between sexuallty and,

\

reading and,wrrtlng. "The vorce of the poet 1s 1nescapably'

Es

,aligned with that of women: hrs,rhetorlc rs, to an‘;mportant

degree, always feminineﬁ35a Eurthermofé, the .analogy

extends to the body of the text as cdpable of seducing the

reader: female/femﬁnine.text; male/masculine reader'and'
writer. This analogy is found with La Vieille‘in ‘the Roman

de ,a Rose and the Wife of Bath 1n the Qante;bu;y Iﬁlgs,-

Patterson sees these women functlonlng as both agents and

paradlgms of ,resolutlon.“‘ Thelr mode of rhetoriC'is'

4\

feminine; it is verbal dllatlon, a pattern of entlcement

and delay "36 1p important’ ways, thlS pattern as also, ofi

necessity, the secular poet S method Especrally in the

Qanterhurx Iﬁlﬁﬁ, the Parson must not tell hlS tale untll.

the end. His tale, whenever it 1is spoken,.wllluend the

sequence.‘ The poet, 1like the Wife of Bath, practices“

(,

entlcement and delay, pulllng the reader toward the end but-

a N

deferralﬁ'vAs Patterson argues, however,;

!

'delaylng it. The Wife of Bath acts as fan agent of'



[T]his is a.postponementfqnd not a dismissal, andv

% a dlgre551on that leads 1nevitably f eventually
to the goal. Her rhetoric has as its goal not
mere delectatlon but the hlgher pleasures of

ethlcal,understandlng, an understandlng that may

pfoperly.be.seen as_preparatory.to the Parson's

n absolutism. By introducing.a rhetoric that is at

'

once carnal and moral, 1n othéer words, the Wife of

Bath amellorates ‘the harsh polarlzatlons of
»Augustlnlan theory and opens up.a space in which
what we have come to'call literature can find its

hdme. And when we do.finally arrive at the

‘Parson's Tale we discover to our SUIprlse that

+

both penltentlal pllgrlmage and playful tale-.

telling have reached a 51mu1taneous conclu51on,

that the PFarson w1ll now both "knltte_up al this
- ] R
feste and make an ende." The longest way round

has proved to be the shortest way home.37 =~ ’;/N\l;,\

To put it more simply, "Al that is writen is writen for oure

doctrine"” (Retraction, 1083), eventually. Given the

dominant religious perspective of the period, with the end

never being inﬁdoubt, the secular poet adheres to that end,
even while writing in the spatlotemporal dimension leadlng
up to it. I S "

T _ ' .
Patterson further argues that the Wife of Bath allows

r-. ‘ o -
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Chaucer "a means: of restaglng th§>chron1c amblvalence

;towards authwrséap that dogged h1m throughout\hls‘ career

and which to judge from the Re ractlons, was flnally
resolved only in salenceﬁ%ﬁa Along with.thls restaglng, she

sees twosways of reading. The first is'the.qrthodoxd

. medieval way of'fEading'in which meaning is already given:
". 5“ ‘ .

he approaches the text what: w1ll be the result of

his readlng, and his 1nterpret1ve task is not to

i

dlscover wha; the text means but 1ts way. of
51gn1fy1ng‘the meaning it must have. Armed wrth
"the strength.of theuspirit,.he is immune to the
solicitations of the letter, for he knows that the

letter is a mere covering, a veil to be torn a51de

Jf'm

(\ fJ

and dlscah

d in the pursurt of truth. 33

¢

- The alternate way of readlng ‘is to wait unt11 the end.v The'

Wife of Bath, Patterson says, offers .a mode of readlng thatﬂ

1s rat once llteral and moral? and she insists that

-

llterary or personal) 1s_available‘on1y at the end (whether
of a narrative or a life)."40 |

’

Patterson offers us an.admirably intelligent reading of
3

the Wlfe of Bath It is a readrng which is not premised on.

hér 1nd1v1dual consc1ousness as the dlv1d1ng edge between

. . What is impOrtant about this hermeneutic is that

S . v S -
" it is preemptive: .the reader ~already knows before

_1nterpretat10n must be deferred, that meaning (whether

149



, w1th what men thought of women.. yatterson

. ' ‘ . ) ' i ‘ Vipls
what men thought of women and what women thought’about the

"way men'thought about them, which urns'out to be 1dent1cal

[ ) [ 0Ny qu %f .
s 1nterpretat10n

-1s, nevertheless, bothersome on a number of grounds. .Most

)

150

1mmed1ately, one,mlght ask what- is to become of the’female

reader and‘the feminist reader Of'today in this sexual

- analogy of reading that prevailed in the Middle Ages. It

'y

seems apropos -to wonder as well abofit the female reader of

the fourteenth century. Based on the historical evidence,

.Richard Green has arguedrthat‘Chaucer's audience, liKe most

courtly»audiences,gwas‘usually'and'overwhelmlngly male.

Although the number of women at court was increasing by the

fnd of the fourteenth century; the evidence-indicates that

thts increase was a novelty. As Green says, "The

probability that;there were.some women, albejit in rather

‘small numbers, and’ perhaps only occa51onally, in’Chaucer's

t

audlence seems high. n41. - <~ :. . , \

Women' s numer1cal~disadVantage in coUrtly’audienﬁes

t

s

N

seems to have resulted, Iargely, in women's silence. One of

the few responses whlch survives comes from Chrlstlne de

Plsan. Her reaction to the Rgman de la Bgse in wh1ch La

V1e111e functlons in a 51m11ar way to the Wlfe of Bath in

Patterson s 1nterpretatlon, is well—known.‘ She was nelther
.

1nsp1red by nor welcomlng of this use of the femalelfemlnlne

as a wvay for men to work out their problems. Although ve

need not adopt‘Christine de;Pisan's-pOSition) we,may'

—_—

k

~ consider that she is éredited’with "refocusing the ol&p
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medieval debate on marriage and satires on women into the

.iSSue of misogyny itself and by opening this debate to .

women."42 Thus,‘in Ihﬁ BQQK:Qi Lhé‘gihi'ﬁﬁ Lﬁdiﬁﬁ}‘She

compares the male voices of authorlty who "#ll concur in one

*

conclu51on- that the behav1or of women is 1nc11ned to and"

full of every v1ce," with "the natural behavloy/and

character of women.". The result of thlS confllct, ggven the
L

~value she 1n1t1a11y accords to authorlty, is: s1lenbe.__1t

nd3

'seemed,as if I werg™iQ a»stupor,

. S s _ v v
%hristine’de Pﬁgan rouses herself from this stupor-to

.- offer. a varie

Sevveral of har strateg(es merit our attention. " First,fshe

orientates herself in relation to other women. She Seeks

out the opinion of other women, and she creates a female

L 3

audience, herself as the recipient of the dream-vision in

of strategiesgﬁor res%@@?ng'the conflict..

151

- The Book of the City of Lﬁdies. and-WOmen_in‘general in The -

" Treasure of the City of Ladies.44 Second, she creates her

own authorities._ Experience®is not.enough, until it is

backed =) the authorlty of Lady Reason s words. Third,

"Chrlstlne de Plsan is not afrald to p01nt out the limita=~

A

~tions of male representatlonS'of women, even'as she uses

v

these.limitations for the occasion and justification ©f her

~ own project.

: Wlth these 1n51ghts from a fourteenth century reader‘

_Hand writer 1n-mrnd1 we may return to,the Wife ‘ofsBath who 1s‘

/

hinextrica51y~entangled'with marriage. Hei_body,vherj

intelligence,mand her desire are all contained by andhwithin,
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) Patterson-s 1nterpretat10n. ‘She doesfug
| -, ﬁ, e
: W1fe of Bath as marrylng endle@§ly. ?Lf

: the Wife of Bath as a tradltlonal flgureu she saysﬁ{ we

will remember that the tradltlon she artlculates depends for -

its own v1tallty on the threat £ témporallty."45 In;thel .
. . . o ¢ . .
other examples discussed Patterson, old age is the

temporal threat, not a long series of marrlages In the"

[
Hlﬁﬁ Qﬁ Eith_ﬁ Iﬁlg, old age is transformed ‘through and by

[y
.

: marrlage, at once keeplng the series en, staving off the
*temporal threat, anqueeplng the_éfﬁfiurse,and.the woman

o w1th1n the temporal, worldly

ealm, COntinually under ‘threat )
of temporal dlsruptlon. | o |
Marrlage both contayhs the Wife of Bath and. opens other
p0551b111t1es of tens1on and amblvalence, but 1t 1s not just
marrlage that does this. ‘It 1s.marr1age understood in a
partlcular way marriage as understood in relatlon to women
as heterosexual bodles._ Hence, when Patterson says of women
that "the amblvalence towards meen is one aspect of a nexus - .
' of unresolved ten51ons endemlc to medleval éulture as a
whole,"46 we must add ‘that 1t is women as heterosexual
bodles to which we are referrxng. To speak from thlS y-"
position, as the Wlfe o¥ Bath does, -is ‘to embody the»
amblvalence and the unresolved ten51ons that go w1th being
concelved as a heterosexual female body.
We may go on to ask the questlons:hTo whom doés'the~
R —~
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suryival"? And, how w1ll this audlence understand "her

~survival? Numerous answers are pos51ble. The Canterbury

‘pllgrlms seem to understan
‘ -

Raﬁ example, as she says, of xhe " thhat is in mariage’

~ (WBP, 3). Since thid audiencé is overwhelmingiy‘male,the
Pardoner'shresponse,‘despite the potential irony,vseems
»zvalid.' The Wife is-giuiﬁ@ a warning to men about women's
}carnal nature.ﬁ The'early giosses to the_Wiﬁe of Bath's
- Prologue support thlS 1nterpreta€10n.47 If werpos;t a

fourteenth- century medleval auéience which includes a small

number of women, we may 1nfer from the reactions’of

. &

"vChrlstlne de Plsan that this addience’ w1ll be.- either

Vi ((

Silenced or it. will deny "that ‘the Wlfe of Bath 1is

‘representativevof womené This audience will not see the:

Wife as” a survivor or as a speaker of women's experience.
This 1s an addlence whlch denles the effect of 11es about

women; "For, ‘as Lady Reason tells Chrlstlne de P1san, »you

know that any evil.spoken of women so generally'only hurts'
those who say'it, not women themselves."48 Flnally,there
- is the modern feminist reader. She‘w;ll see the Wife as a

'speaker' and a survivor, and she will notice the effects

[

that/Christine de Pisan denies: silence and Christine de
Pisan's own stupor'and subsequent defense. If she posits an

authenticity to the Wife as a speaker of female experience,

ife"of Bath reveal the psychlc cost, and beneflts, of ‘her

the Wlfe s prologue and tale as}

153 -

, it will be in view of the historical evidence as we under-

stand it, that is,,in'view_of‘thepLimitations and:effects
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# which we now understa?d as the oppression of women, and in
. ‘ | |

-view of our power. as s?eakers to say. so.

. i"]
!
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CHAPTER IV: Notes

1 Carollne F. E. Spurgeon, Introd., Five

Hundred Years
Qi Chaucer Criticism and Allusion: llil_lﬁﬂﬂ. Vol. 1 (New
York: Russell & Rissell, 1960), p. 1xxix. ‘ v

2 In a rough count of the MLA Index for the years 1981

to 1985, only one other part of the Qan;g;bnxy Ialga was
more commented on than the Wife of Bath, and that was the
Pardoner's Tale. The Franklin's Tale, not even mentioned in

Spurgeon's enumeration, came a cl¢se third. The number of

references to the Wife of Bath's' Prologue and Tale durlng
the period 1981- 1985 was. approximately twenty-five.

3 George Lyman Klttredge,‘"Chaucer S Dlscu551on of

Marriage,” ih‘ChaucertCriticism: The Canterbury Tales: ed.
Richard J. Schoeck and Jerome Taylor (Notre Dame, Ind.:

University of Notre Dame Press, 1960), pp. 130-159, is-the

classic study of: theuMarrlage Group. Dorothy Colmer,
"Chardcter -and Class in The Wife of Bath's Tale," JEGP, 72

‘?(1973), 329- 39 argues that "even in her defiant

‘individualism, the Wife is a representative flgure of an age’

of social upheaval. She adds to the clamour for ‘recognition
ralse& by~the new rich m;ddle class" (330). Mary Carruthers

- analyzes the Wlfemofﬂﬂath in economic terms, while Beryl
‘Rowland,. "Chauceéfﬁd@ame Alys: Critics:-in Blunderland?"
+ Neuphilologisghe

, 73 (1972), 381-95, looks at
the Wife of Bath in psychoiogacaloterms. ) - .
. .
4 -The term "licentious}
comment made in 1700: "I°ﬁfanslated Qhan;gz first, and
ponggt the rest, pitch'd on The Wife of Bath's Tale [sic];
nogs daring, as I have.said, to adventure on her Prologue,

" beaigause 'tis too’ lgpentlous " The term "scurrilous" is used

by Sir John Harington in 1591. He says that Chaucer
"incurreth far more- the reprehens1on of flat scurrilitie, as

I could recite many places, not onely in his m111ers tale,
A@ﬁbut }¥.the good wife of Bathes talej & many more." Both

quota
Vol.

ons are from Brewer, Chaucer: The Critical Heritage,
p. 171 and p. 130, respectlvely. Jewell Parker

,’Rhodes,'“Female Stereotypes in Medieval Literature:

Androgyny and the Wife of Bath," Journal of Women's Studies
in L;Lg;ﬁtujg 1 (1979), 348-52, describes the Wife of Bath

as "spiritually corrupt” (348).

t
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5 Jill Mann, p. 126; Gloria K. 'Shapiré, "Dame Alice, as

,Deceptlve Narrator," Chaucer Review, . (2971-72), 139

/, Sister Ritamary Bradley, "The W} of Bg;h_s Tale and the
M

. Indlanaf§wn

' Hl,fﬁ ©of Bath's P.LQlSLgllﬁ s;hau’

irror Tradition," JEGP, 55 (195%), 630; and Colmer, 329,

respectively.

Y6
Anti-misogynist Wife of Bath," Chaucer Review, 10 (1975-76),
287-302; and, on the other side of the opp051t10n, D. W.

Robertéon, Jr., & Preface to Chaucer: Studies in Mesuml

Perspectives (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Un1ver31ty Prgss,
1%52), pp. 317-31. The opposition between féminist/anti-
misogynist and anti-feminist/misogynist is complicated by
the guestion of whether the Wlfe of Bath s position is
heret1ca1 or not.

-

7rGottfried, 202r24} and W. F. Bolton, "The Wife of

See, for example, Kenneth J. Oberembt, "Chaucer's ’

Bath: Narrator as Victim," Women & L;;erﬁtgre N.S. -1

(1980), 54-65, argue that the Wife of Bath is a victim
survivor.: James L. Boren, "Alysoun of Bath and the Vulg
'Perfeet Wife'," Neuphilologische Mitteilungen, 76 (1975),
‘illam Matthews, "The Wife of Bath and ? Her

Y 413-43, argue that the Wifé of Bath
the wicked w1fe and woman.

is the embod1ment{

~ 8 Spurgeon; ‘Infrod., p. CXXiv-cxxv..

9 Tania Modleski, "Feminism and the Power of Inter-,
' pretatlonv?QQme Critical Readings," in Feminist Studies/ .

Qllilgﬁlg %slgi, ed. Teresa de Lauretis (Bloomington:

erszty wPress, 1986), p. 136. -

*

loVﬁbcausg the representatlon of the, Wife of Bath is

structured¥By” Both her .. ~g@cial-economic position and her

.marital . status, she 1s a good example of Shahar's thesis on
the cate oxlzatlon of women within the fourth estate. S

’ Introduc ion, pp. 7-8, above.

11’Auerbach, pp. 226 27 ‘

: *[}2 Graham D. Cale, "The .Significance of the Early
Chaucer Manuscript Glosses (With Spec1al Reference to the

, Review, (1975-76),

357 | <

13 There are many differqnt moral pos1t10ns from which

- one may criticize this cultural practicer™ the dark humor of
v -the Merchant's Tale, for instance. Kittredge says of this

.tale that it shows the Merchant! s hatred of women and

'contempt "for himself and all other "fools why will not take

warning by example. For we should not.forget that the
satlre is aimed at January rather than at May. That

B K
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egbfisiical old dotard is lesS’exqusaple°than his young
wife, and meets with less mercy at the Merchant's hands"

(145).  For the Merchant, the problem with old men marrying
young women is:-the harm which old men do to themselves.

Nevertheless, the harm which is done to young women forms a
part of our response to the tale, especially in so far as we'

share May's perspective of January: "But God woot what that
May thoughte in hir herte,/ Whan she hym saugh up sittynge
in his sherte,/ In his nyght-cappe, and with his nekke

lene;/ She preyseth nat.his pleyyng worth a bene" (The

Merchant's Tale, 11. 1851-1854).

14 ~Duby, p. 184. For an account of marriage from the
- perspective of a fourteenth-rcentury woman, see Margery
Kempe, The Book of Margery Kempe: A Modern VYersion, ed. W.
Butler-Bowden, The Dife and Letters Series No. 103 (London:
Jonathan Cape, 1940 [1936]).- Kempe repeatedly attempted to
convince her husband that they should live chastely within
‘marriage, but witp little initfial success. He continued to
"use" her, and'shé‘continued to comply out of obedience (p.
31). Later 'the Lord appears to Kempe, telling her that
"though the state of mgidenhood be more+perfect and more
holy than the state of widowhood, and the state of widowhood
- more perfect than the state of wedlock, yet, daughter, I
love thee as well as any.maiden-in the world. No man may

hinder Me ir loving whom I will"'(ﬁ, 82). Kempe's book is a-

painful account of a medieval waman's attempt to reconcile
the contradictions of her spociety. God's love does not
change the hierarchy of perfection which placed Kempe, a

married woman, at the bottom, although it does provide
solace. C '

| lS,JAlthough the choice of whether to marry or not
might seem a class-specific choice, ChriStophsr Middlefon,
"The Sexual Digision of Labour in Feudal England," New Left
Review, Nos. 113-114 (Jan.-Apr. 1979), 147-68, documents
some surprising findings among the peasantry in ‘feudal
England. First, "it was among the peasantry performing

labour-services . . . that' the role of housewife attained

its highest contemporary evolution™ (166). 1In addition,

"out of all the female peasantry, the greatest sufferers"

[from the Sexual division of labour] were those most likely
to be unmarried and so for whom the biological (reproduc-
tive) constraints were immaterial or at least minimized”
(167). The "choice".not to marry carried penalties which
affected women regardldss of class, although the nature of
the penalty was .class-specific. '

16 gee Delany, folr an excellent discussion of the
sexual-economics, pp. 76-92; and see Elizabeth M. Makowski,
"The Conjugal Debt and Medieval Canon Law," Jqourpnal of
. Medieval History, 3 (1977), 99-114, for "the impact of

legalism an medieval institutions" (99). -
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17 Shahar, p. 95.

18 Matthews, 442. Matthews offers two reasons for
Chaucer's  departure from the tradition: "To observe the
- propriety of a rellgious'occa%ion,i and "to facilitate this:
[marriage]- debate” (442): Matthews draws very different
conclusions from Chaucer 's departure from the tradltlon.

15 Banning, "From Eva and Ave," 599.
20 Hanning, "From Eva ard Aye,“_SBZ“

21 Hanning, "From Ega'and'Aye}“'SQQ._

22 Hanning, "From Eva and Ave," 599}
23 Hanniﬁg, "From Eva ahd Ave," 594. o T

24, Hope Phyllls Welssman, "Why. Chaucer's. Wife is From -

Bath," Chaucer Review, 15 (1980-81), 36, n. 48. See, also, - .

Richmond's comment on the enormous amount and dlver51ty of
critical responses: "The fascination of modern psychology
explains ‘much of thlS interest and dlver51ty of analysis and
also the tendency of critics-to focus on the Prologue rather
than the Tale or the larger theme of the Marrlage Group" -
(326) : '

ST G
725 Gorefried, 203,
. 26 Gottfried, 202. ©
2T Gottfried, 203. . = S

28 Gottfrigd,-202.
29 Gottfried, 203.
30 Gottfried, 208.

31 Gottfried, 202.
32 por Gottfrled, the pattern of withdrawal and return

refers to the Wife's "almost complete absorption in what she

is saying, and a self-conscious awareness of the audience to
:whom she is speaklng (206). - -

. 33 ‘Patterson; 683. Pattérson;reaches this same
conclusion, "“from another direction," asking, "what kind of
_independence can we attribute to a female protagonist who is |
SO eV1dently a creature of the male 1maglnat10n?" (687)

3 Patterson, 684.

¥



35 patterson, 659. : : ' L ‘ﬂ%w.

36 Patterson, 675, Patterson argues that t%1
rhetorical pattern is the pattern by which the self is bot ‘
exposed and hidden: "At the heart of the Wife's dilated ”’*
discourse, then, rests the self that it both masks and*“ .
discloses" (679). o ’

37 patterson, 695. Patterson's emphasis is
consistently on endings, and she gives the Wife of Bath the.
last word, saying, "She makes us ourselves desire an ending,

Axand she heﬁgelf insists that there is «an endlng to be
desired" ( , 4 A -

38 Patterson, 659, v ‘;

‘39 Patterson, 694.

- 40 Patterson, 694.

41 Green, 150. = ig

42 Joan Kelly, "Early Feminist Theor} and the Querelle
des Femmes, 1400- 1789," Signs, 8 (1982), 15.

| 43 Christine de Pisan, Ehe Book of the Clty of Ladies,
trans. Earl Jeffrey Richards (New York: Persea Books, 1982),
“p. 4 (I.1.1). : ‘
. Y

44 Christine de Pisan, The Treasure of the City of
Ladlesr or the Book of the Three Virtues, trans. Sarah
Lawson (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1985), begins, "From us
three sisters, daughters of God, named Reason, Rectitude and
Justice, to all princesses, empresses, queens, duchesses and
high-born ladies ruling over the Christian world, and-
generally to all women: lov1ng greetings" (p. 35, Part One,
Book 1). " g :

45

w

Patterson, 69§3
46 Patterson, 659..
47 See Caie, ~who points out both the general

tendencles and the fact that in the manuscripts "the glosses
. are given a highly prominent position side- by—51de with the-

', text"(350) ‘See also, note 12 above

48 christine de Pisan, m Book of Lhe Qm of Laam
P 8 (I.3.1). '
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