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Abstract 

The principal aim of this thesis is to survey the t wo 

main critical opinions which have been expressed upon the 

Legend of Good Women, and to ascertain the merits of each case 

in conjunction with an attempt at bringing about some recon­

ciliation of the two. 

The thesis begins by pointing out the relatively cursory 

critical attention that the Legend has in fact received. The 

Prologue alone has appealed to critics generally because of 

its two versions, Chaucer's use of courtly love conventions, 

and because Queen Anne may have commanded him to write it. 

The weight of criti~al opinion maintains that the legends them­

selves are generally mono~~nous and tedious, and that Chaucer 

himself was bored. A survey is made of the development and 

entrenchment of this, the bored thesis. A rare and recent cas e 

against this thesis is then examined in detail. As this essent-· 

ially rests on the recognition and assessment of the rhetorical 

technique abbreviatio, a brief survey of medieval rhetorical 

theory is then made. This is followed by an attempt to set 

the work in its wider medieval context as a counter to prejudice 

against the Legend due to a mo fe rn perspective. 

It is possible then to endeavour to look at the poem 

from Chaucer's viewpoint. It is concluded that the poem was 

essentially an experiment for him. Also, the smallness of 

scale and repetitious theme of the legends must have bothered 

Chaucer as much as they do modern critics. This comes out in 

the ambivalent position of the narrator and it is here that a 

possible reconciliation of the op: r sing theses is suggested. 

Finally, Chaucer neglected the rather flat Lege!:d for the 

infinitely more varied and human Canterbury Tales. 
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Chapter 1 The Whirlpool of the Prologue 

Be war, ye wemen, of youre subtyl fo, 

Syn yit this day men may ensaumple se; 

And trusteth, as in love, no man but me . 

Just who is the "subtyle fo" women need beware of? Is 

it the false lover, love itself, or Chaucer himself having a 

sly dig at the ladies of the court? Is Geoffrey really to be 

trusted? Many questions of this nature are raised by the 

elusive Legend of Good Wome n and none of them can be answered 

with complete certainty - a not unusual difficulty in Chaucerian 

criticism. 

Over the years Chaucer's Legend has received relatively 

cureory critical attention . It has not stimulated modern 

criticism in the way, for instance, that the Canterbury Tales 

has. When it has aroused any interest this seems to have 

largely centered on the prologues while the legends themselves 

are dismissed as being rather tedious and monotonous . After 

all, Chaucer himself did th em in a p e rfunctory spirit, or so 

it is claimed. 

Critical material on the Prologue has been concerned 

with two major questions. Which of the two prologues was 

written first, and how doe s one interpret the Prologue anyway? 

As John Livingston Lowes points out the Prologue is "rich in 

interest, but in one respect it is unique. For it exists in 

two distinct versions, of which one is a thoroughgoing 

revision of the other". 1 \,/alter W. Skeat produced the first 

genuine scholarly edition of the Legend of Good Women in 1889, 
and argued for the priority of what he termed the A text 

2 
prologue over the B text. Now the latter is usually a ccepted 

as the earlier version largely due to the work of Lowes and 

Tatlock, and the versions have been re-named F(B) and G(A) , F 

being written about 1376 and G possibly as late as 1395. In 

our study we will be largely concerned with the Legend of Goo~ 
~ 

Women as a whole, however, rather than concentrating on the 

Prologue and neglecting the legends. The Prologue itself has 

largely received its critical due. As Nevill Coghill 
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wisely puts it "a highly intricate and scholarly cont roveri ,Y 

has for many years cente red a round the former (the P r ologue) , 

and it is as well to keep out of that whirlpool if possible". 3 

Ne vertheless , we do need to take a look at the Prologu e 

because there a r e some p oints to be made which will be 

relevant to our l a ter discussion of the Legend of Good Women. 
! 

There is firs t of all, the conventional courtly set~~ng 

of the Prol ogue . Chaucer here r e turned to the love-vi s ion 

convention of his earli e r works. The Prologue follows the 

love-vision pattern by beginning with the mention of books 

and their relevance to life. Instead however of an insomnia~ 

poet eventually l ul l ed to sleep by h i s book, we have an 

invigorated narrator setting his books aside to go and 

worship the daisy. At the end of the day, though , he does 

f all asleep and the dream vision begins. True to convention 

the vision c oncerns love and the God of Love is present. Many 

love-vision e lements are there: It is a fine Ma y morning in 

spring, there are b eautiful flowers, birds sing happ ily, th~re 

a r e personified abstractions like Danger and Pity , and 

beautiful people as the God of Love , Queen Alceste and all the 

attendant ladies arrive on the scene . There is gentle devot­

ionalsinging and dancing. Furthermore it is very much a vision. 

It is richly visual and largely an account of what the poet 

sees rather than thinks.
4 

Other courtly love conventions, 

namely the Flower-Leaf deba te and the cult of the marguerite , 

a re a lluded to. In Chaucer 's time, a subject for courtly 

poetic debate was that of the rela tive mer i ts of the flower and 

the leaf. The l adies and gentlemen of the court divided them­

selves into two orders, one devoted to the Flower and the other 

to the Leaf. 5 Cha ucer refuses to take sides . With r egard t9 

the me~guerite cult however, he is a devote d follower of the 

marguerite (the da isy), paralleling the French court poets 

Deschamps, Machaut and Froissart. 

J.S.P. Tatlock points out that the Legend of Good 

Women combines two conventions: "the love-vision and the 

adaption of church language to the religion of love116 Prologue 

F he maintains has much more "happy emotion" in it than any 

of Chaucer's other love-visions. The courtly love code 
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developed in analogy to medieval Chris tianity. Cupid was the 

god of the religion of l ove which also had its mediator and 

int e rcessor (Alceste in the Legend), its sai nts, l egends and 

a sys tem of repentance, penance and satisfaction. The medieval 

meaning of 'legend' was the recounting of the life of a Christi a n 

saint who was often also a martyr to the Christian religion . 

By analogy then, Chaucer, who i s accused by the God of Love of 

heresy towards the religion of love , is to write as a penance 

a legend of women "who were martyrs to love because of their 

devoti or to a definitely conceived religion of which the god 

Cupid is the head" . ? Furthermore, Tatlock points out that the 

"rubric at the beginning and end of each of Chaucer' s legends, 

as 'Incipit legenda Cleopatri; , Marteris Egipt i regine ', 
8 follows the usage of Christian saints' legends" . He gi v es 

other examples of the analogy: the God of Love 's mother is 

referred to as Saint Venus, ballads are hymns for his holy days, 

the daisy is his beloved r elic, Alceste is the charitable 

intercessor in analogy to the Virgin Mary . 

Interpretative problems in the Prologue have mainly 

arisen over the daisy, Alcest e an<l the God of Love and the 

question of allegory. Is any of them an allegorical represent­

ation of anybody or anything, and if so, of whom or what? Ten 

Brink seems to h a ve begun the argument by stating: "It is clear 

that the Alcestis of the Prologue represents Richard ' s ~ueen 
9 10 Anne" . Skeat agreed and so have many other scholars . At 

times the Alceete-Anne link bae bean extended: if Alceste is 

Anne it is argued, then the God of Love must be Ric~nrd II. 

More recent scholarship has, however, tended t o veer away from 

any precise identification. It has been pointed out a number 

of times that Alceste could hardl y be Anne, since Alc este makes 

specific reference to Anne in the third person: 

And ~ban this book ys maad, yive it the quene, 

On my byhalf, at Eltham or at Sheene . 

(F496-497) 11 

Besides this there is always risk involved in a ttempting 

historical identification with nu conclusive evidence to go 

on 600 years after the event . For instance, D. S . Brewer 

suggests that "there seema no need to suppose any allegorical 
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s ignifica nc e 11
,
12 

because of Alc~s t e 's reference to the Quee n, 

and because of Chaucer ' s somewhat flippant treatment o f the 

God of Love ; Kinr Ric hard can hardly be i nter'~d . 

Th e Alc este- Anne interpretation was probably p r ompted 

in t h e fir s t p lace by the possibility that Chaucer was 

a ctua lly commanded by ~ueen Anne to write the Legend of Good 

Women as a palinode f o r Troilus and Cri seyde in which he had 

defamed womankind by writing of the fals e Criseyde . Thi s i s 

the second impor t ant point of which we n eed to take note . 

At the end of the Troilus Chaucer seems aware that he may have 

offended the ladies of the court , ancl e ve n seems to antic i pate 

the Legend itself: 

Bysechyng e ve r y lady bright of hewe, 

And eve ry gentil womman , what s he be , 

That e ll be that Criseyde was untrewe , 

Tha t for that gilt she be na t wroth with me . 

Ye may hire giltes in other bakes se ; 

And g l a dli e r I wol write , yif yaw leste , 

Pene lopees trouthe and good Alceste . 

(V 1772 - 1778) 

This of cours e could b e e vide nc e that Chaucer was planning t o 

write the Le gend anyway . However, the possibili ty that Anne 

commanded him to do so arises out of the claim Lydgate made 

in the Pr o l ogue to the Fall of Princes , his translation of 

Bocca ccio' s De Casibus Virorum Illustrium . In thi s P rologue 

Lydga t e provide d a li s t of Chaucer ' s writings, including the 

Le ge nd of which h e had this to say : 

This poet wrot , at r eques t off the queen , 

A legende off parfit hoolynesse , 

Off Good e Women t o f ynde out nynteen 

The t dede excel le in bounte and fairnesse ; 

But for his labour a nd h i s b i synesse 

Was importable his wittis to encoumbre , 

In a l thi s world to fynde so gret a noumbre
14 

Many scholars ha v e of course r e garded the existence 

of the two prologues as a un ique opportunity to study the 

poet Chauc e r at work on the proces s of r evi sion a nd sever a l 
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arguments have been advanced as to why he should have f e lt i t 

nec essary to make any r evision . These are oft e n connect e d with 

the Alceste - Anne problem we h a v e jus t not ed . Of course , the 

ve ry first thing tha t must b e done , before conjecturing a ny 

reasons for the r evisi on , is to decide which in fact was the 

first prologue and which the r evi s i on , As we have a lready 

eeen Skea t thought that A was ear l ier . Now it is gene r a lly 

accepted that B was earlier and so we have F (B) and G (A) . 

F i s c l oser to the sources and contains a refere nc e t o Queen 

Anne (496- 7) who died in 1394 . G adds to the list of Chaucer ' s 

own wri tings ( 4 14- 15) a book he used in the P r o l ogue to the 

Man of Law ' s Ta l e , makes two references to h i s old age (261 - 2 ; 

400- 1) , and removes any refere nce to ~ ueen Anne , These points 

do seem good e vidence for accept i ng Fas the earli e r vers ion , 

It is rega rded as the mor e intense personal pi ece , whi l e G i t 

i s argued , refle c ts tighter , mor e logical and more mature 

t t · d . 15 H h 1 cons r u e ion an expr ession . ere, owever, we must eave 

the Prologue and br oaden our horizons t o encompass the l egends 

themse l ves . 
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(N.B. In all Notes, the followin g method will be used: first 
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Chapter 2 "I am agroted ••• " 

When critics have conz idered the Legend of Good Women 

as a whole, there has come to be one over-riding conclusion. 

The Prologue is a delightful, charming and challe nging piece of 

work, but th e legends themselves ar e for the most part monoton­

ous and lifeless. What is more,Chaucer himself indicat e d his 

boredom at several stages throughout the :egends and eventually 

broke off never to finish th e work. This argument we will 

refer to as the bored thesis and this chapter will attempt an 

historical survey of it to see when it began and how it has 

continued to be developed and accepted. 

For a survey of the very bebinnings of the thesis we a re 

indebted to R. W. frank' s article 11The Legend of the Legend of 
1 

Good Women". The thesis seems not t ~ have begun until the late 

nineteenth century. Of several references to the Legend in 

the decades after Chaucer's death none contain any suggestion 

that he found the work irksome. Lydgate is the only one to 

provide some explanation as to why Chaucer did not finish the 

Legend. He said that the task of unearthing ninet , an good 

women "was importable his wittis to encoumbre 112 There is 

possibly a hint here of so~e boredom on Chaucer's part, but the 

more likely explanation is that this is "simply a joking remark 

out of the anti-feminist tradition 11 •
3 During the fifteenth 

and sixteenth centuries it seems that the legends were quite 

popular. They were alluded to and imita ted often.
4 

Derek 

Pearsall points out that the most popular works among the 

English Chaucerians were the Parlement of Foules, Troilus and 

Criseyde, the Knight's Tale and the ~end of Good Women. 5 

Interestingly enough, The C~nterbury Tales in general was less 

highly regarded then. 

The Legend continued to be popular during the nineteenth 
6 

century. However, in 1889 Skeat's edition of the Legend was 

published and with it the bored thesis seems to have begun. 

In his preface, Skeat assigned'ihe conjectural date of the 

spring of 1385 to both forms of the Prologue", and continued, 

"and I suppose that Chaucer went on with one tale of the series 

after another during the summer and latter part of the same 
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year till he grew tired of the task, and at last ga ve it up in 

the middle of a sentence . The expression of doubt as to the 

completion of the t a sk alre ady app ears in 1. 2457" . 7 Further­

more Skeat ap1) ended a note to the line: " And eek to haste me 

in my legende" ( 1. 2456) that "This i s a hint that Chaucer was 

already getting tired of his task" . 

This same idea (though possib]y arrived at inde p~ dently 

of Skeat) was given extension and greater expression in ~892 
by Thomas Lounsbury in his Studies in Chaucer , III

8. 
Lounsbury's t h esis seems to have been the main well-spring of 

the bored thesis, and thus we must view it at some length. 

Lounsbury's thesis was not just based on a reading of the text, 

but also on premiees about Chauc er's development as a lit e rary 

artist. The major premise was that Chaucer's literary life 

should be seen as " n story of st eady growth, in which h e 

gradually rose superior to the taste of his time 119 • Lounsbury 

saw this growth as involving the criticism and rejection of 

such genr e s a s the medieva l romance (as in Sir Thopas) and 

medieva l tragedy (as in the Monk's Ta le). The Legend of Good 

Women provided for LounGtury a most convincing example of this 
10 

process. Lounsbury says 11 we can go b a ck to a period in which 

he 
,-· . .., 
LChaucerJ was still swayed by the tast e he c a me in time to 

cens.11re ••• b a ck to the very work written unde r its influe nce, and 

observe during the progre ss of its composition the chang e that 

was gradually coming over his opinions. It is in the ~egend 

of Good Women' tha t we can trace the alteration in his point of 

view'~ Lounsbury acc epts the notion tha t the Legend was under­

taken at the command or request of som : 1ne in authority, most 

likely Queen Anne, and tha t Chaucer began it enthusiastically . 

In fact Lounsbury feels that Chaucer probably intended "to 

make it the crowning achievement of b.is literary career". He 

sees evidence for this in the command which Alceste gives to 

the poet (F481-485). Lounsbury suggests that a major 

stumbling block for Chaucer as he continues with his tales will 

be the basic lack of variety inherent in them: 

"There is nothing more peculiar in the 'Legend of Good 

Women ' than the steadily growing dissatisfaction of the 

author with his subject which marks its progress. It was not 

' ! - :' 

"' ,$.-,l Y IJt,,·v ..:1 "'I, Y 
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long before Chaucer began to see the folly of what he had set 

out to ac comp lish. His keen artistic sense could not fail to 

recognize the insuffici ency of a plan which permitted him to 

deal only with the variations of a single theme. He was 

hampered still further by the limitations imposed by the legend­

a ry stories he was versifying. The necessity of adhe ring to 

their details prevented him from g iving any wide play to his 

imagination. He knew at the beginning of ove ry one precisely 

what he had to do, just as his re2 der would know in the same c ase 

that it was a dismal ending which he was to expect, It is there-

fore not at all strange that the inevitable monotony wore upon 

him speedily. It made him at last c are l es s and indifferent in 

the choice of these: stories. He was, in consequence, not always 

justified in his selection [for examp le, the tale of Philomela 

is not about a woman 's martyrdom for love] ••. His increasing 

lack of interest is op enly displayed in the hasty and reckless 

manner in which his work is done towards the e nd 11 • Lounsbury 

maintains tha t Chaucer's incre2sing impatience i s plain to see 

as the work continued . 11 At timc::s he was prompted to relieve its 

inevitab l e monotony by the introduction of a huMorous element. 

[! 1383 is cited] ••• By the time he reached the e i ghth story -

that of Phillis - he makes no pretence of concea ling the disgust 

he has felt, and is continuing to feel with his subject, and his 

desire to be done with it as soon as possible. It is in the 

following words he explains his r eason s for not giving the 

particulars of what passed between the heroine and Demophon: 

But for I am agrot e d herebeforn, 

To write of h em that be in love forsworn, 

And eke to haste me in my legend -

Which to p e rform e God me grace send -

Therefore I passe shortly as I can. 

(2454-2458) 

The very conclusion of this tale, with its mock advice to 

women to beware of men, and in matters of love to trust no 

one of them but Chaucer himself, if ample proof that the 

element of seriousness was de~,,, rting rapidly from the work. 

Nothing of th a t n a ture could well be imputed to a professedly 

tragic poem ••• The taste which made collections of stories of 
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this kind popular came to be recogniz e d as essentially vicious, 

and ther~fore transitory. It shows how thoroughly deve loped 

was the critical side of his int e ll e ctua l natur e that he 

should have reached such a conclusion, while this style of 

composition was not only fully in fashion, but had before it 

centuries in which to exist and flourish" . 

The bored thesis has continued to be largely accepted, although 

not all of Lounsbury's argument has . Especially to be 

criticised in his thesis is the statement that the literary 

taste of Chaucer's time was "vicious". Fra nk points out that 

we understana better now the role of convention in art and do 

not label the conventions of Chaucer's day as necessarily 

crippling. "We r ~~ognize the taste of his time as more 

sophisti cated than Lounsbury allows" and we rea lise that we do 

not know enough about taste in that age "to permit euch 

dogmatic assertions about its character 11
,

11 
It is not our 

purpose here, however, to cri ticise th e bored thesis generally. 

This we will deal with l a ter, Suffice to say that Lounsbury's 

attitude to Chaucer was in harmony with tha t in vogue at the 

time, a nd thus h e continued to influenc e criticism of the 

Legend of Gocd Women. For instance, early in the century, 

J.B. Bilderback and Robert K. Root saw e vidence of Chaucer's 

weariness in the poem.
12 

George Lyman Kittr e dge, furthermore, 

maintained this too. The bored thesis still remains with us 

and a cc ounts large ly for modern neglect of the l egends . Let us 

therefore examine the continue d development of the thesis up 

until the present day. 

In 1909 tha t eminent Chaucerian scholar John Livingston 

Lowes wrote an article refuting a claim that the Legend of Good 

Women is a travesty. 13 In his concluding comments about 

Chaucer's attitudes to the ladies in the Legend, Lowes says 

authoritatively that Chaucer "grew very tired of them to be 

sure ·~ . 
14 

Over twenty years l ater Lowes had not changed his vi ew , 15 

He feels that it is not possible to read the iegends without 

perceiving that the repetition of the same set themegrew 

increasingly perfunctory, until in the last complete legen d 

Chaucer frankly declared himself "agroted" (overfed) with h::is 

work. Whe ther or not we agree wi th this view we cannot help 

but smile at Lowes' wry analogy of Chaucer's boredom with 
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Fra Lippa Lippi's "saints and saints/ And saints again" . 

As we have seen Lounsbury accepted the notion that the 

subject of the Legend was imposed upon Chaucer probably by 

Anne. A number of critics have used this as a r 0~ sJn for 

Chaucer ' s alleged boredom. Be c ause he had to keep repeating 

a theme not of hi s own choosing he quickly los t interest. 

Emile Legoui s writing in 1910 take s such a position . 
16 

He 

says that the Legend was "forced" upon Chaucer and that it was 

a "somewhat monotonous taskn. Legouis does make some good 

points about the legends however, because he views them in a 

balanced way and doe s not dismiss them out of hand. These 

points we will take up in Chapter Six . Grace Hadow in 1914 

sees the sameness of treatment as the cause for Chaucer's 

tiredness. 17 She points out that of the twenty or so legends 

Chaucer planned, he only got as far as the ninth. This has 

often been used as part of the evidence for the bored thesis 

and it is of course necessary to note her e that Chauce r never 

explicitly sta t e d ho w many le gends h e int e nded to write . 

Lydgate gives a figure of nin e teen but presumab l y he got this 

from the fact tha t Alceste had nineteen attendant ladie s . 
18 

Right through the 1940's and 1950's critical attitudes 

towards the Legend of Good Women remained substantially the 

same, Even those who de fended the legends nodded, if not bowed, 

to the bored thesis. Fe rcy Shelly was quite enthusiastic about 

the legends, even taking the somewhat unusual step of finding 

them preferable to the Prolo gue . He was of the opinion that 

the legends, because they dealt with the mythology of the 

anci ent world, were in fact likely to mean much more to the 

modern mind than the Prologue with its me c ieval allegory. 

Far from suggesting that Chaucer gave his ancient material 

cursory tre r tment, Shelly maintained that "Chaucer treats his 

matter in such way as to cast upon us the spell of its beauty" 19 • 

Despite his eulogies, however, he succumb e d to the pressure 

of the bored thesis. "Here and there they I- the 1egends] betray 
- - 20 

evidence of haste and the fatigue and even boredom of the poet" • 

He felt that Chaucer got off to a bad start with a rather poor 

rendition of Cleopatra. After a few lines, says Shelly, 

before the reader has had time to become interested in either 
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heroine or hero Chaucer says: 

And, for to make Rhortly is the beste, 

She wax his wif, and hadde hym as hire leste. 

The thing which bored thesis proponents seem to miss most in 

the Legend of Good Women is the circumstantial detail, the 

c a reful handling of character portrayal and the realism, which 

they regard as Chaucer's hallmarks and the key to his success. 

They conclude tha t Chaucer mus t have been bor e d because he did 

not bother with the detail, or alternatively he discovered that 

the size of his task, the r e ndering of many tales with the 

same theme, meant that he could not g ive r e in to his usual 

creative imagination, and when he realised this he got dis­

couraged over t h e whole thing and eventually gave it up. She lly 

holds thi ~ view although he does find much to praise in the 

legends too, As an example of Chaucer's realism, rendition 

of circumstantial detail and ch a rac te r portrayal Shelly se lects 

especially Troilus and Criseyde. 

D.S. Brewer frankly calls the Legend a failur e for 

"its plan is simple to the point of boredom" 
21 

He too sees 

the scale of th e l egends which resulted in their thinness of 

treatment and lack of variety as the r ean on for the f a ilure. 

"Like the l a ter project of one hundred and twenty C3.nterbury 

Tales, it was too arnbi tious a scheme, and had the further 

disastrous disadvantage of a single monotonous theme. Chaucer 

may have learnt from this failure the need for dramatic 

variety so apr arent in the Tales 11
•
22 

Like Shelly, Brewer 

lights on the problem of lack of characterisation. nThe heroines 

are not conceived of as persons at all. It is their plight 

which arouses our pity - but that plight, nine times repeated, 

is not sufficient to sustain our interest, any more than it 

seems to h,3ve sustained Chaucer's1123 , Bertrand Bronson is yet 

another who sees the problem of scale in the Legend. This 

strain he suggests is evident in Chaucer's expressions of 

the desire for haste in many of the tales. Associated with 

this, Bronson too brings up the problem of lack of character­

ization. He makes the interesting suggestion that "all the 

women in the Legend are ••• personifications. They owe 

their presence in the catalogue to one fact alone, that they 



were martyrs to love. ¼hat they have in common is therefore 

more si gnificant than all th e ir points of differencen .
24 

Bronson further makes wha t c e rt a inly seems to be a hi ghly 

r e l e v2nt observa tion, that part of Chaucer's anx i e ty not to 
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be a bore " ha s been rec ogni zed as the habit of a man p r a cti sed 

in oral comp ositi on and aware of the uncertain at t en tion of 

a p-::::nt audienc e n . 25 Chauc er betrays this anxiety in many 

of h i s works, but Bronson fe e l s that it i s more e vid e nt than 

usual in t he Legend. 

J . S . P . Tatlock is ano ther who believes that uniformity 

a nd monotony account in lar ge part for Chaucer's r ejecti on of 

the Legend . He also a c cep t s the notion that th e whole thing 

was forced upon Chaucer and was not rea lly to hie own t ast e, 

"lovely women sta r-crossed i n l 0ve, a subject of which a 

masculin e man like Chauc e r, not really sentimental, would be 
26 bound to weary" . This p ronouncing of judgements upon 

Chaucer' s temperament i s o f course frau ght wi t h dif f icu lties. 

We re a lly on ly have Chaucer 's extant works to ~o by . This 

involves the per enni a l Chauceri an problem 0f ho w we can know 

whether or not an opinion being e xp r e sse d in a ny o f his works 

is tha t of a cha r a ct e r, of Chaucer' s persona , or of Chaucer 

hims e lf. Chauc e r s eems to bet r ay sentiment a l f ee lin gs at 

times , for e x ample, in his trea tment of Criseyde . We c an 

make only t ent a tive judgemen t s about Chaucer fr om the ov e r a ll 

impress ions gained from reading his works . 

Mar~hett e Chut e cla i ms that the Legend f a ils be c a use 

it has neither th e "psyc hologica l r eality" of Troilus and 

Criseyde or th e "unive r sal re a lity" of the Canterbury I'ales . 27 

Chute says of t he Legend tha t 1r1t i s so French i n its tone 

and so alien to the realism towa rds wh ich Chaucer was moving 

that it is easy to beli eve it was writt en to order". According 

to Chute we c annot really und e r s t and the Legend bec a use it is 

a medieval, courtly thing . By praising the reality of the 

Troilus and the Tales the implication i s that we can under­

stand and therefore enjoy them much more because the y are in 

some way modern rathe r than medieval . Chaucer has moved away 

from the restraints of medieval conventions towards a realistic 

method of story telling which we can much more re ad ily 

appreciate. Chute is obvi ously one of the group of critics 



Frank disparagingly alludes to, those who "present Chaucer as 

an artist moving from artifi ciality to realism, the pattern 
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so dea r to Chaucerian critic ism until recent years" 28 • Frank 

says th a t, even Lounsbury , for all his faults, does not present 

Chaucer this way , although we do feel "tha.t patt e rn hovering 

in the air " . The artificiality/reality ques tion raises many 

others which must be cons idered in o ,,._, appraisal of the 

Legend of Good Wo~en , and this we will try to do in Cha pter 

S ix. At present , however , we must continue with the aurvey of 

the bored thesis. 

Contrary to all those who see the uniformity of the 

theme of good women as a reason for Chaucer's boredo~ Raymond 

Preston claims tha t Chaucer rather than presenting 11 sameness of 

female virtue" in fact 11 pe :-s e vered to a tenth heroine ' because 

"he had some interest in the difference 11
•

29 In spito of the 

f a ct that he thereby takes a ~ay one of the main foundation 

stories of the bor8d thesis, he still ultimately concludes that 

Chaucer wearied~ Pres ton believes that the subject was forced 

upon Chaucer and that Chaucer did do his best with it , but that 

he was not really interested in the whole thi~~ . He praises 

Chaucer 's rendition of Dido and regards this as the high point 

of the tal r: s. By Phyllis he c~"i-ns the Legen<! "descends to a 

tedious caterwaulingn . 30 In his discussion of the Legend of 

Good Women, Kemp Ma lone bluntly dismisses the ~egends themselves 

in one paragraph, and the last paragraph at that. He would seem 

to represent the most extreme ext~nsion of the bored t hesis. 

"Of the Legend itself, as distinguished from its prolog [sic) 

little need by said. Chaucer wrote these v e ry short lives because 

he had to, not because he wanted to. Both versions of the prolog 

make delightful reading, ••• but the nine lives of the ten 

saints of Cupid were done in a perfunctory 5 p irit and we c ould 

do without them. They a re worth reading; Chaucer never wrote 

anything truly worthless. But they are not worth reading over 

and over and living with . It is just as well th~ t Chaucer did 

not finish the Legend of Good ~omen. 31 

As we move on into the 1960 1 s we see that the basic 

assumptions of the bored thesis are still entrenched, but 

at the same time statements about its validity are becoming a 
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little more cautious. Muriel Bowden suggests that it is safe to 

assume that Chaucer abandoned the Legend "as being monotonous 

and life l ess" , but adds the provision "when compa red to the 

greater works 11
•
32 On the other hand , John $peirs does not 

see boredom as the main r€ason for Chauccr's failur e to 

complete the Legend, but r a the r the lack of humour inherent in 

his tragic materia ls and theme. Now and t hen he sees what he 

r egards as Chauc e r ' s hallma rk, h i s irrepressible humour hovering 

a r ound the t a les . For instance , in th e mock-innocence of 

Chaucer's stance in Dido: 

She fledde hireself into a litel ca ve, 

And with hire wente this Eneas also . 

I not, with hem if there wente any mo , 

The autour maketh of it no mencioun . 

And above all in the incongruous ending of the Legend of Phyllis: 

"And trusteth, as in love , no man but me". This , Speirs concludes, 

shows that Chaucer "was unable to pursue solemnly to the bittC;r 

end a series of lamentab le tregedies on the singl e theme of 

faithful or deserted women•• . 33 

Helen Storm Corsa whose p a rticula r interest is in 

Chaucer's use of comedy finds that the Legend of Good Women 

offers little for a fruitful study of the nature of Chaucer's 

comedy . She c a lls the poem a failure because of its theme which 

depends on "so serious an ove rsi!L~) 1.ification of the complex 

reality inherent i n 'true loving' that the poet's interest was 

bound to be unrealizable even before he can begin to comply11 • 
34 

There is no ar rival at any kind of knowlecge through the ~orking 

out of the poem . She cites e xamples of Chaucer's reluctance 

to r ecount more than the bare essentials and his failure t o 

finish the Lege nd as evidence of his discouragement . She does 

not ac tualJ y claim he was bored with it. She finally makes 

a highly pertinent point that , as we have seen, has been 

generally true of the bored thesis : "the poem stops, its interest 

for the critic more in the evidence of what i t lacks tha t the 

other poems of Chaucer have, than in its moments of lyricism and 

gay spirits 11
•
35 

D. C. Baker in 1963 suggested that the whole work was 

in fact an experiment for Chaucer - ~ final experiment with the 
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courtly love tradition which had so influenced him earlier. 

Baker suggested that Chaucer was also becoming concerned with 

the role of the poet in rel a tion t..o..J:;__ociety and to tbe trutn. 36 

This was the essenti a l link between t he Prologue and the 

legends and was central to Chaucer's failure to finish the 

legends. When Chaucer realised that what the convention 

of courtly love represented and demanded was not n trouthe 

in loven, but an aberration of nature his experiment ended. 

Thus during the last decade scholars wer e teginning 

increasingly to look at the Legend of Good ½omen other than 

from a purely "bored" viewpoint. 
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Chapter 3 Abbreviat io - th e short answer 

In 1966 we find a complete refutotion of the main 

evidence upon which the bored thesis had rested - namely Chaucer's 

frequent expressions of haste and reluct a nce to exp ound his 

materials througr out the Legend, beginning with the God of Love's 

injunction in the Prologue that he was to "S ey shortly, or he 

shal to lonve dwelle 1
' , until t he fina l expression of Chaucer 1 s 

frustrat ion in Phyllis in the "I am agroted •.• n passage. 

The article refuting thia ~vidence' comes from Robert Worth 

Frank in "The legend of the Legend of Good VJomen 11
• 

1 
He claims, 

with some justification, as we have seen in the previous Chapter, 

that the bored thesis has itself become a Legend. As far as we 

can ascertain Frank'B thesis presents the only major-and explicit 

challenge to the bored the~is, and it therefore must be viewed 

at some length . 

Frank's main aim was to examine both the history and 

merits of the bore d thesis , which he felt had Hpara lyzed 

cri ticisr:i of the Leg,;nd 11
, before it finally hardened "into 

dogma uncha llengeab l e" . "Like a bevy of slE:eping beauties 11 , 

h e says, 11 the ten martyrs of love dream on in their forgotten, 

cob-webbed, b riar-covered palace, while somewhere in the 

distance beyond the daisy-powdered lawn the critics ride in 

other quests and joust in other quarrels n . The thing which 

most conc e rned Frank about the bored thesis was that "it gives 

us what is presumab ly an important literary judgement by Chaucer". 
12 

Frank first of all th e refore makes a quick survey of the 

beginnings of t ~e bored thesis, with special emphasis on Lounsbury. 

As we have already done this more extensively, we do not need 

to go into it aga in, other than to view Frank's main conclusions. 

Besides showing that some of Lounsbury's assumptions about 

Chaucer's materials and methods in the Legend we re too sweeping, 

he says that it is not clear what Lounsbury meant by the "taste 

of the time" which he claimed Chaucer finally discarded when he 

did not fini sh the work. The bored thesis~· ~k saw as being 

well-established early in the twentieth century a nd from this 

time forward "the expected remark to be made about the Legend 

of Good Women is tha t Chaucer very early grew bored with the 



project, p lodded ahead for a time bec ause he was in some way 

obliged to, and fina lly abcndoned it in utter weariness" . 3 

In see ing what c ase c a n be made a g5inst this thesis, Fr ank 
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e lects to examine the textua l r e ferences which a r e the buttress 

of the t hes is.
4 

Frank poin ts out the t mos t of these r eferenc es 

are interpre t ed as virtua lly explicit expr ess ions by Chauc e r 

tha t his task bored hi m. Th ose pass ages of a mocking humorous 

tone we r e explained by Lo unsbury as Chaucer's attemp t to 

relieve the monotony of h i s task a nd a s proof that li the element 

of seriousness was departing r api dly from the work ' ' · The fact 

that the work is unfinished is used as further evidence - Cha ucer 

was too bored t o f inish it. Finally Frank point s out th 2. t 11 the 

Legend is a mystery begr ing for some kind of expl~nation. It is 

a mystery because it comes between two triumphs, the Troilus and 

the Canterbury Tales. Less successful than either, and different 

from both, it rema ins a puzzle 11
• Frank s urmises that this has 

perhaps be e n an unreco gniz ed element underlying the whole problem . 

He suggests that li the thesi s tha t the task was an essentially 

uncongenial one, possib ly impose d from outside, pursued without 

enthusiasm and droppe d in despair, provi des an exp lanat ion tha t 

has the advan tage of being also r athe r comforting . It put s 

Chaucer on our side . What we do not particularly like h e did 

not like ei the r. And so we c a n go on t o the ~anterbury Ta l es 

with restored confidenc e a nd a sunny cons oi e nc e 11 •
5 

To begin his c ase agains t th e bored thesis then, Fr ank 

produce s evidence of Chaucer's interest over several years in th e 

material and theme he worked with in the Legend. Frank takes as 

a matter of course Chauc e r' s respect for the principal sources 

for his Legend - Virgil, Guido delle Colonne, and especially 

the one Frank terms Chaucer's " beloved Ovid 11 • For instance,, 

" as early as the Book of the Duchess he had tried his hand at 

retelling a story from the Me tamorp,hoses, his rr owne bok" . 6 

Frank then lists evidence for Chaucer's continuing intere st in the 

theme of the Legend, the heroines or martyrs of love. 1'As early 

again as the Book of t h e Duchess he referred to Jason and 

Medea, Phyllis and Demophon, Dido and Eneas, Echo and Na rcissus 

and Sawpson 2 nd Delilah as examples of violent and tormented 

love, and to Penelope and Lucrece as examples of feminine good­

ness117. S imilarly, he cites from the House of Fame the brief 
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recounting of the Dido and Eneas s t or y , a nd t he long complaint 

on th e the me of lovers betrayed which included in its invocation 

many who were to appear in the Leger-d - Demophon, Phylli s , 

Jason, Hyps ipyle, Medea, Theseus , Ariadne an d fhedra . , ga in 

in the Parlement of Foules th e figure s painted on the walls 

of Venus's temple i nclude sever.,;. l which were to appear in 

the Legend. Finallv there was the refe rence to Alceste ne3r 
' 8 

the end o f Troilus which we have c1. lr e 2dy noted . ni nde ed 11 , 

says Frank , "we hS<ve here the th en1e , the fir s t hint of t he 

devic e, and much of the t one of the Legend e stab lished before 

the Troilus had quite finished flowing from his pen''. 9 Fr a nk 

brings two final pieces of evidence to bear . No matter which 

Prologue comes first, Chaucer was interes ted enough in the 

P rologue to rewrit e it. Furthermore, he alluded to the Legend 

as something still of moment to him a t ime afterwards in the 

introduction to the Man of Law 's~' an d reviewed "what is in 

part a genuine t a ble of c ontents ana wh ~ t is in p a rt either a 

spurious t ab le or an indic a tion of some of th e other stories he 
10 

was considering for the Legend" . Thus Frank thinks that 

any suggestion tha t Ch aucer was weary of his project before he 

had even finished the Prol ogue i s ridiculous. The pass~ge 

used in this a rgumen t Frank ma inta ins n eeds no such interpre t­

ation, but merely st r esses what Chaucer's main method of handling 

his sources is to be - to 11 reherce of a l hir lyf the grete 11
• It 

is the very nature of the project which demands relat ive brevity: 

"Whoso shal so many a story telle, 
11 

Sey shortly , or he shal to longe dwelle 11
• 

Frank concludes, "the tone is businesslike . There is no wea ri­

ness at all''. 
12 

Having successfully discredited the bored thesis then, 

or at least prevented us from blindly accepting it, let us 

see just how Frank does explain those passages in which Chaucer 

clearly indicates his reluctance to go into any detail. 

According to Frank, Chaucer is simply making use of the~perfectly 

legitimate rhetorical device of abbreviatio, the counterpart 

to amplific a tio. It is necessary for Chaucer to use abbreviatio 

in the Legend because of the great bulk of material he is 

dealing with. This device of shortening or cutting one's 

material has as its fr~quent tactic occupat io, the refusal 



to describe or narrat e while r e f e rring briefly to a subject 

or scene. Frank cites passages from Gavin Douglas and 

Christine de Pisan as examples of the wide spread use of 

occupatio . He sees it used in essentially two ways - on e of 

explaining that to do full justice to a subject would be too 

long, or even wearisome; a nd the other while abbreviating 

suggesting the richness of material avai l able, for purposes 
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of intensification. Occup~tio of this latter kind often serves 

the ends of panegyric. Chaucer himself, maintains Frank, uses 

occupa tio throughou t his po e try. He cites an example from 

Troilus ~nd Criseyde where Chaucer , after describing i n det a il 

Troilus's suffering after Criseyde has depar ted for the Greek 

camp concludes the scene: 

Who koude telle aright or ful discryve 

Hiw wo , his pleynt, his langour and his pyne? 

Naugh t all the men th a t han or ben on lyve. 

Thaw, redere , maist thiself ful wel devyne 

That swich a wo my wit k a n na t diffyn e . 

On ydel for to write it sho lde I swynke , 

Whan tha t me wit is wery it to thynke. 

(V . 267-73) 

"Here" , says Frank, "the device is us ed to reinforce the sense 

of Troilus's intense suffering and to bring the scene t o a 

conclusion. No one, fortuna tely, has yet suggested that we 

are to take the l as t line litera lly and to conclude th~t 

Chaucer had grown wea r y of Troilus e nd Criseyde 11
•
13 Frank also 

gives examples of occupatio from the Knight's Tale
14 

and the 

House of Fame. 15 

Frank proceeds througb the Legend demonstrating th ~.t 

in his opinion textual references upon which the bored thesis 

is founded are in fact over-literal misreadings of passage s 

of occupatio. For example , in Cleopatra the poet refus es to 

describe the wedding feast. According t 0 Frank the function 

of the occupatio here is "to intensify, to suggest without 

elaboration , a ceremonial occasion and enables him .©hauc e J 

to move on qui ckly with his narrative. Occupatio is us ed so 

often as a kind of shorthand for feasts and celebrations that 

it appears to be a stock device or topos: I would suggest 
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calling it the "feasting11 occupa tio" . 
16 Frank points out, 

too , t hat the one t a l e in which signs of Chaucer ' s a lleged 

weariness hav e not been detected is Thisbe which is significantly 

abb r evi a t ed almost not at al l - it i s more of a transla tion 

than an adapt i on . Frank continues on through each of the other 

t 1 · · · 1 f h . 17 H d d th t Ch . . a es i n simi a r a s ion. e e uces a auc e r i s using 

occupatio for a va riety of reasons: to separ ate the port i culnr 

s tori e s he wants out of a source which ~ay have severa l stories 

int e rtwined , f or example Ari a dne from Metamorp hoses ; t o fill 

in where his sources may be ina d equate , for example Hypsipyle; 

to e nd a stage in th e action ; i n the interests o f delic a cy or 

to bring the tale to a conclus i on which suits his purpose (his 

theme) for example, Philomela . 

Finally Frank cons i ders th e two passages which have 

given most support to the bo r ed thesi s . As t hese are important 

they will be quoted in full . Tno first is from Philomel a , 

describing the wedd i ng of Tereus and P r ogue: 

Thi s revel, ful of song a nd ek of daunce , 

Laste a fortenyght, or lytel l asse . 

But , short l y of this story for to passe , 

For I am wery of hym for to telle, 

Fyve yer h i s wif a nd h e togeder dwelle , 

Ti l on a da y she gan so sor e longe •• • 

(2255 - 60) 

Fr a nk points out that the "I c:.m· wery .• . 11 formula "seems to be 

a Chauc erian topos at th e v ery leas t, a nd may possibly be a 

mo r e genera l t opos . Such force as the l anguage does have 

r e inforces an a ttitude toward the vi llain of the story , Tereus 11
•

18 

Frank cites examples of Chaucer ' s us e of this formula in Tr oilus , 

the Man of Law 's Tale and in the Canon ' s Yeomans Tale
19 

and 

concludes thn t "the primar y function of the device appears 

to b e to provide a tro.nsi ti o1. t o cover the l eap in time of 

five yea rs ~n Phi lomela] which he found in his source". 

The other crucial passa ge is from Ph~llis : 

'Liis honour o.b l e Phi llis doth hym chere ; 

Hire liketh wel his port and manere . 

But, for I am agroted h e r ebyforn 

To wry te o f h e m that ben in love forsworn, 



And ek to h aste me in my l egen de , 

( Which to p e rforme God me gra c e sende!) 

Therefor e , I passe shortly in t h is ~ ~ ~ 3 . 

Ye h 2n wel he rd of Theseus devys e 

In the b e tra ys ynge of f nyr e Adrya ne, 

Th2 t of hir e p it a kept e hi m from his b a n e . 

At shorte wordes , ryght so Dem ophon 

The same we y, the snme pnth hnth gon , 

Tha t dide hi s f a l se f a der Theseus . 

(2452 - 64), 

25 

Fr a nk ma inta ins thc.t th e " critic a l five lines (2454-58) a r e 

cl e0rly functiona l. Part of Chauc er' s p roblem in the Phyllis, 

•.• is to tell a story wher e hi s sourc e (the lyric a l Heroides) 

gives him v e ry little to go on. The occupatio suggests the 

na ture of Demophon' s wooing a nd p rovides by implic a tion a 

na rra tive scene (and a lso avoids r epeti tion) by reference to 

the story of Demophon's f a th e r Theseus , which he has a lr eady 

told. It is, in its l a nguage, n va ri ati on on the ' weari nes s ' 

topos which Chaucer h a s used elsewher e . The 'excuse ' he gives 
20 

helps him solve a diffic ult problem". Frank adds howe v e r 

that part of the problem here is tone , a nd this brings him to 

the next p a rt of his thesis. 

Frank believes tha t the tone of the Legend is generally 

serious, but at the s a me tim e he notes the characteristic 

Chaucerian fluctua tion in ton e fro m s ob er to light, "the 

t b k . f 1 d b • • II 
21 momen ary re a ing o a so emn moo y a comic irreverence. 

This Fra nk observes is a g ood speaker's trick to keep his 

audience a lert a nd to avoid r estiveness. Furthermore, the re 

is comic potentiality in th e situa tion from which the Legend 

develops. The theme tha t wome n a r e loya l and men are f a l se 

conta ins in it comic possibilities - th e concept of love c s 

a contes t, a war b e tween the sexes, an d the ex~ggeration 

involved in the genera lisa tion can alwa ys be defla ted. Also 

there is comic potential in Chaucer's role - th e man obliged 

to do penance for his crimes against the f a ir n a me of women. 

Thus, says Frank, the comic moments are not a sign of Cha ucer's 

weariness or disgust but "characteristic of poetry in which 

women are praised, and the y a re called for by the device 
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which motivates Chaucer's telling of t he legends. So we have 

from time to time the mocking remarks about the falseness of 

men and the comic sugge s tions that only Chauc er is a man to 

be trusted . And the fictive s ituation tha t makes the narrat ives 

a penance which he mus t perfor m demands tha t he shall g roan 

now and then. It is part of the jok e which a ccompan i es the 

. " 22 seriousness . 

To compl e t e his challenge of the bored thesis, Frank 

take s up one l as t point - th e f a ct tha t the poem is unfinishe d. 

Th i s is often claimed as furthe r evidence that Chaucer was bored. 

Frank says nther e is only one c e rtain conclusi on to br, dr 2.wn 

from this fact : namely that the poem is unfinished, nothing 

more 11
•
23 Chaucer did not succeed in finishing several of his 

works - the House of Fame , the Canterbury Tales, the Squire's 

Tale, the Cook's Tale. In f a ct, Frank suggests that it is 

f air ly obvious from the way Chauc er broke off i n Hypermnestra 

tha t he intende d to r eturn t o the work, and not that he was 

so iragrot ed" the t he r , .u ld not e v en bear to add the l as t f ew 

lines and so finish the Legend off. Frnnk believes _with some 

justification.that the 0receedin g s c e ne of Hypermnestra a lone 

~ith her sleeping bridegroom whom she has just been ordered to 

kill is quit e ma gnific e nt. It is quite possible therefore that 

Chaucer stope wr iting bec a use he intended to work out an 

eauelly good ending. The me ntion of the Legend in the Man of 

Law's Tale c e rt a inly sugges t s h e still had some interes t in it, 

and he did r evis e the Pro logue . Whatever the c ase , th e re is 

no justifica tion for making a nything out of the f~ct tha t the 

Legend is unfinished. Thus Fr a nk d enies the bored thes i s , 

mainly by identifying Chauc e r's us e of abbreviatio and occu~atio. 

The Le gen d he believes is "a brilliant work of selection 11
•

2 
Fro..nk 

does not deny that onc e Chaucer "hit upon the scheme of the 

Canterbury Tales h e devoted an enormously greater amount of tim e 

and e nergy to it than he did to the Legend •.• , the Ca nt e rbury 

Tales with its possibilities for a variety of n a rratives proved 

to be a more attractive and a more rewarding scheme. But tha t 

is a different matter from saying that the project of the Legend 

was a burden and a bore". Finally Frank warns, "if we condemn 

the Legend today, we must do so without enlisti·0
~ Chaucer's 

judgement to confirm our own 11
•
25 
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Chapter 4 The Problem of Rhetoric 

In the light o f Frank's thesis , it is pert i nent for us 

to pause here and t es t the v a lidity of his rr.ain contention 

that signs of Chaucer ' s weariness in the Legend are merely 

overlite ral misreadings of the rhet orica l device of ~~cupa tio . 

Frank ' s thesis raises the whole problem of one' s resp onse to 

rhetoric . It is one thing to identify rhetoric a l colour , but 

anothe r to assess its effect . 

It is not disputed that there is rhetorical colour in 

Chaucer ' s works - indeed there is in any writer ' s work. "The 

ba~i~ problem is that Roman rhetoricians and grammarians 
1 

managed to account for a lmos t every possible use of language" . 

There is s0me debe te, however , as to just wha t degree Chaucer 

was influenced by rnedievql r~etoricians , or for that me tter 

just how much medieval writers and aud i ences were interested in 

rhe toric at all . Chaucer did make a sat iric apost r ophe to 

"Gaufred" , Geoffrey de Vinsauf the main medieval rhetorician, in 

the Nun ' s Priest ' s Ta l e , and he obviously expected his audience 

to pick up the allus i on . In the Canterbury Tales characters 

like the Franklin profess to know little about rhetoric and then 

give a fair demonstrat ion of rhetorical colour. There seems 

little dou bt that a writer of Chaucer ' s ca libre would have 

thou~h t deeply on principles and methods of compositi on, diction , 

characterisa tion
1
and it is highly probable that he was familiar 

with the rhetorical theories of his time . 

Medieval theories of rhetoric seem to have derived f r om 

Cicero and Horace through trea tises like Vinsauf ' s Nova Poetria 

which John Manly clai ms was n standard rhetorical textbook in 

medieval school s . 2 This rhetorical doctrine had three mnin 

divi s i ons: 3 1 . arrangement and organisation; 2 . amplific ­

ation and abbrevi a tion; 3 . style and its ornaments . 

The fi r st did not interest medieval r hetoric i ans very much 

except for the beginnin~s and endings of works . The ideal 

beginni ng usually involved sententi a or exemplurn . The Legend 

of Good Women combines both: "our belief in the joys and pains 

of heaven and he l l , says the poet , is based , not upon experience , 

bu t upon the acceptance of the sayi ngs of ' these olde wi se ', in 
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like manner we mus t a ccept the testimony of books - these 

treasuries of wisdom - about the existence of good women, though 
4 

we have nev e r know n themn . The s ection of me di e va l rhe torica l 

doctrine whi ch received most emphas i s , howe ver, was that of 

a mp lific a tion . The writ er ' s t ask was essent i a lly not to be 

or i g ina l, but to fi nd the means of making o ld, of t - told t a l es 

se em new and more beautifu l. Ways o f amp lifying materi a l 

include d description, digression for th e purposes of edific a ti on, 

a nd apos trophe. Abbreviation was the c ounterpart of amp lific­

a tion a nd most modern writ e rs ngr ee t hat Ch a ucer made grea te s t 

use of the for m of it c a lled occupatio. 5 Manly po ints out a n 

int e r es ting peculiarity of Chaucer - the references to other 

writers for further informat ion.
6 

Thi s i s an aspect of his use 

o f ab brevi a tio a nd occupatio in the Legend. Manly claims, howe v e r, 

that the medieval writ e r was gener a l ly more int e re s ted to amplify 

his ma teri a l s than t o abb r eviat e th em . 7 Indeed the 'sin' of the 

medieva l writer is often i dent i f i ed as his p rolixity . S tyle and 

O~QQment interested t he medieval rhe torici an deeply and Manly 

calls this a "va.st and t ang l ed jungle 1
' which ranged fro m simple 

8 metaphor t o high ly a rtificial patterns . Like mos t writers, 

Ch a ucer made ext e nsive use of the first and very limited use 

o f the J.a tter. Manly sees Chaucer arriving 11 a t the memor ab le 

discovery that the t ask of th e a rtist is not to pad his tales 

with rh e toric, bu t to conceive all t he events a n d cha racters in 

the f orms and a ctivities of life 11
~ Of course, Chaucer still 

rema ined in f lue nced by the med i e val c onception of literature, 

tha t it " is of va lue only in so far as it can be profitab ly 

applied to the c onduct o f human life 11
•
9 

Manly's assump tions abou t the influence of rhet oric a l 

theory on Chaucer we re challe n ge d by J .J. Murphy in 11 A New Look 

a t Chaucer and the Rhetoricians 11
•
10 

Murphy maintained in fact 

that there i s little evidence of any a ctive rhetoric a l tra dition 

in fourteenth century England and that there was little formal 

rhetorical teaching until th e next c e ntury. Murphy suggests tha t 

it was in fact the study of grammatical treatises that would have 

given Chaucer and his contemporaries a general knowledge of 

rhetorical colours, that they participated in a grammatical 

rather than a rhetorical tradition. Whatever the case, there is 



no doubt that Chaucer possessed at least a general knowledge 

of rhetoric, especially i n connection with poetic art.
11 

A, C . Spearing has some helpful comments t o mak e o~ 

Chaucer and medieval rhetoric.
12 

He says th a t Chaucer is 

justly praised as the poe t of human nature . He points out , 

howev e r, t hat c omplementary with this vi ew has been th e vi ew 

thi:t Chaucer could achiev e thi s by using l a nguage '' bare and 
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pleyn 11 as the Franklin put it, and not full of the subtleties 

o f rhe toric. In fact , it is full of rhe ~oric . There was no 

conception in th e middle ages o f a n artist who was i gn or an t 

o f the rules of his cra ft. At that time 11 the dignity o f art 

derived fpom its participation in an or g 0 nized b o dy o f know­

ledge 11 .1 3 There was furth e rmore, no distinction between 

'rhet oric' and poetry , In Cha uc e r's time there wer e numerous 

texts on a r~ p oet ica and the se wer e texts on rhetoric. The main 

interest was not in the ov e r a ll or gani sati on of the poem, but 

in the t e chn iques used . The poet ret o ld o ld stori es by amplif­

icati on or abbreviation . Spearing points out that Chaucer appears 

to sh ow awa r e ne ss o f this in the lines from the Tr oilus , where 

he offers what he has written for c orrection by those who have 

had more expe ri e nc e of love than he , "T o encresse or maken 

diminucioun/ Of my language ••• 1114 

E . R. Curtius presents a c onci se survey of the brevity 

f 1 . h 'd 1 15 H h t b ·t f 1 ormu a in t e mi d e age s . e says ta the revi y ormu a 

dates b a ck to the beginnings o f Greek rhetoric, but that in the 

middle ages "brevitas-formulas were o ften used only t o show tha t 

the author was f a mili a r with the precepts o f rhe toric - or e l se 

as a pretext for ending a poem" . He makes a further point tha t 

is of particular interest conc e rning the Legend of Good Women 

and its ana logy with Saints' Lives . The authors who p r a ctise d 

the lit e rary genr e of the saint ' s life typ ically used the 

brevity f ormula, says Curtius, 11 assuring us that the saint worked 

more miracles than they can e nume rate. Here th e brevitas-formula 

enters the service of p a n e gyric". 16 

R . O. Payne conveniently summarises several mode rn 

scholars' interpre t a tions o~ Chaucer and his knowledge and use 

of rhetoric. 
17 

More signific c,nt for our purposes, howe ver, are 

some points he makes. which a r e p a rticula rly relevant to th~ 

Legend of Good Women. He says that Chaucer responds to the 

demands of medieval rhetorical theory, Chaucer follows his 



31 

' auctours ' with general faithfulness , but uti lises ' 1t he rhetor's 

time - honoured privilege - or obligation - to select the most 

use ful ' sentence' • •. and to decora te it attractively and 

instructively . " Payne continues that " in Chaucer ' s view the 

rhetorical process • • • was a continuing interaction among what 

one ma n could see , what he could make other s see , and how they 

. t ld t d 1. f th t · 1 18 H · t in urn cou repea an amp 1 y a seeing' e pain s out 

instances of Chaucer ' s use o f t arious rhetorical devices includ­

ing what he t erms " the hoary 'inodesty topos ' (°I ' m not really up 

to thi s job ' ) 11 19 • Chaucer makes use of this topos in the 

Legend , especially in conjunction with his use of occupatio . 

Fr om our short survey of medie val rhetoric it would 

seem that we can f ~irly safely conclude that Fr ank was l arge l y 

justified in identifying and explaining Chaucer ' s use of 

abb r evia ti o:1and especially occupa tio in the Legend of Good Women . 

Al wavs of course we come up agains t the problem of Chaucer ' s 

ambivalence , as Fr ank admits the prob lem of tone in Chaucer ' s 

works - the fluctuation between hu~0ur and seriousness , light 

and sober tones , the degree of irony present a t va rious times . 

The pe~sages in the Legend which some say s how Chaucer ' s weari ­

ness and boredom are without doubt utilising the rhetorical 

technique of occupatio . The que stion is - to what end? The 

frequency of its appeara nce, coupled with words which sugges t 

feeling like "wery" and "agroted '· seem to suggest more than 

just plain , straightforward occupatio . It is time we a ttempt ed 

to make our own appr aisal of the elusive Le gend of Good Women . 
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Chapter 5 The Legend as a Medi e va l P oem 

The preva lent at titude towards the Lege nd then , almost 

a l egend in itse lf, has be en that Chaucer got bored with the 

work , as demonstrated by his explicit and r egul a r r e fusal to 

go int o any detail or prolong things more than nec essary , and 

so he gave it up . Fr a nk has shown , however , that Chaucer was 

making use of the perfectly l egitimate medieval rhetorical 

device of abbreviatio . 1 What does that leave us wjth then? The 

whole problem seems to be one of modern taste . Frank has suggested 

this - that because the work does not appeal to us , we conclude 

that it could not have proved very interesting to Chaucer either . 

Also we must reca ll the ve rious critics we have alre2dy looked 

at who prefer to see Chaucer moving away, as his 0r t developed , 

from medieval conventions and t e ste ( which Lounsbury termed 

' ' vicious") to a more modern , reali stic styl e - this being his 

greatest a chievement . We must r emember tha t we c annot h~,~ 

but be a ffected by our plea surable knowledge of the infinite l y 

more va ried post - Legend work, the Canterbury Tal es . ~e 

naturally tend to compare any Chaucerian work with this ultima te 

one and try to see his progressive development towards the 

Canterbury Tales . Al so we must take into account the appea l of 

the Legend to Chaucer's contempora rie s . The tales were less 

we ll worn than they a re now . Furthermore , t he work wc.:.s probably 

the first c onsiderable collection of tales from the Graeco- Roman 
2 

classical world rendered in English poetry . It does seem tha t 

the legends we re popular with Chaucer ' s audiences and succ eedi ng 

generation s . 3 

In our app r a isal of the Legend of Good Wor.ien we shall 

attempt some reconciliation of the VFrious vi ews already 

expressed in this s tudy. 

a medieval poet, and thus 

Legend as a mediev a l poem, 

specifically - a Ri cardian 

We must 

i n this 

or as 
4 

poem . 

not forget 

chapter we 

J . A. Burrow 

J . W. Lowes 

tha t Chaucer was 

will look at the 

woul d see it more 

emphasises the 

problem , in any interpretation of the poem , of the c ri tic's 

p er spective; the p roblem of dealing with "any write r who is not 

of one ' s time" . 5 We need to understand the medieval viewpoint 

on t he ' good ' women Chaucer chooses. S ome may seem to us a n 
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infe lic i tous cho i c e , like Me d ea a nd Phil ome l a known f or t heir 

crue l in fa nticides . Lo wes r eminds u s t hat th e women o f t he 

Le ge nd we r e r e gc:t rde d by Chauc e r and hi s c ont emp ora ri es "as s t o ck 

exempla of fide l i ty in love'' . He cites a wide r c:t n ge of thi s 

Ubage by p rominent me di e va l writ e r s .
6 

Thus t he women we r e goo d 

i n the onl y s e nse t hat was re l e va nt f or the pur p ose - they we r e 

f a ith f.u l f o llowers of t he God o f Lov e . 

I n the c our se of a s t u dy o f Ch a uc er, Gower , Lan g l and a nd 

the Gawa i n p oet, 11 t he fo u r ch i ef poe t s o f Richard' s re i gn as a 

gr oup " 7 , with s peci a l r e f e r e nce ·to f eatures common to all of 

them, J , A, Burrow looks a t t he Legend of Good Women against 

the b a ckground of cont empora r y p oetry and makes s e v e r a l p oint s 

r e leva nt to our s t u dy . Ric a rdi a n po e tr~ he points out, consi s ts 

a bove all of poe ms o f na rra tive a nd descripti on, con ce rning 

happenings experi enc ed , d reame d, r ead and l ear n t a b out. The 

audi e nces of the t ime r e t &i ne d a n a ,:,re ti t e f or '· olde appreve d 

stori es 11 told in v e r s e; su c h as the s t ory o f Jason a n d Me dea 

in the Legend. Dream p oems we r e popul a r an d i n the Lege n d 

Cha ucer experimente d with the dr eam fo r m by us ing i t as a 

pr ologu e to a s e t o f s tori es . 

Burrow shows t oo t h a t i n de vi s i ng hi s s t or y f r om the 

"olde appre v e d s t ori es 11 the me di e v&l writ er wou l d c hoose b e t ween 

amplific a ti on and abb r eviat i on . He suggests t ha t Chauc er, wh e n 

h e moved from Tr oilus tlo the Legend , 11r e c ogniz e d t he obvi ous f a ct 

t ha t h i s new sc heme r equi r ed , in gene r al , nn abb r e viated , s ma l l ­

s c a l e me t ho d o f s t o r y-te lli ngi• ,
8 

Thi s i s e vid enc ed by the God 

of Lov e ' s instructi ons to 11 sey short ly" be c ause he has "~ n ma ny 

a .s torye" t o t e ll. 1urrow agr e e s that it wa s Chauc e r 's edoption 

of the a b b r evi a tio me thod which has led moder n critic s to t h e 

conclusion th a t h e was bore d ·with the project. He to o see s thi s 

as essenti a lly a p roblem of modern tas te. "Most p eople 's a ppl:lt_._,. 

for the she er gross ma tter, what Chaucer calls 'the grete', of 

stories such as thos e of Cleopatra or Thisbe is n ow hop0less ly 

impaired. These stories bea r for us much less 'effect a nd charge' 

than they did for a medieva l audience not yet glutted with 

history and fict·ion". 9 What we a re concerned with here is one 

of the few terms in which we know Ricardian poets though t about 

their art. This is the verb to 'point', meaning to describe 

in detail, and is obviously a form of amplific a tion. Involved 
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with this was a concern for the scale of the narrative, the 

level of detail to be used. Chaucer's Troilus is a narrative 

on the larie scale and parts of it represent the Ricardian art 

of 'pointing' at its most elaborate.
10 

Burrow believes that 

the elaborate 'poi nting' of the Troilus and of Gawain a ccounts 

for some of their popularity today , because the method t 

s ome affinity with the modern novel. It i s the small-scaie, 

li gh t pointing and consequen lack of vivid story detail which 

have contributed to modern neglect of the Legend of Good Wom0n . 

Chaucer was able to use skilfully all degrees of point· for 

instance the Ca nterbury Tales r a nge fro m the tiny scale of the 

Monk's tragedies to the rich elaboration of the Knight's Tale. 

Within an abbreviated Ric a rdian narrative, Burrow points out, 

ther e often appeared enlarged a nd litera r y descriptions "on 

some time-honoured topic .•• simply for the love of it: topic s 

s uch as the a rm ed man nnd the be&utiful woman, th e spring land­

scape, the feas t, the voyage an d the hunt". A remarkable example 

of this sort of thing is Chaucer's detaile d description of the 

sea-fight in Cleopatra. Similarly , the hunting scene in Dido. 

Ano ther point about the four Ri cardian poets, especially 

Chaucer, is that they worked within the didactic mode , challenging 

the intelli genc e an d i~agination of their readers, not as prea che· 

but as poets. The f a voured mode was exemplification and t his idea 

might often be stated quite explicitly, as in story collections 

like the Legend of Good Women. ~ith Chaucer, however, there i s 

an elusive working within the exemplary mode so that at the end 

of a work like the legM1~ we a r e le ft asking - what is the 

mora lity? I ~ the Prologue to the Legend, the poet defends hims e lf 

by pointing out that there can sometimes be an a ccidental 

discrepancy betwee n the poet's nentente 11 and his 0 ensaumple" - a 

lot can depend on the interpretation of others. Alceste dictat es 

the content of the legends but leaves the poet free in the 

critical matter of "entente". Thus the meaning of the set of 

examples in the Legend remains elusive and equivocal. 

Burrow's final point j - that in Ricardian poetry, women 

played an important part. The women were not Amazons or Valkyri es , 

but like Criseyde, they were womanish.
11 

Ricardi a n poets ,. 

generally showed little interest in heroic feats of arms. In 

their works the warriors were seen mostly living the civilian 



phas e of their li v es , and much in women's compa ny. This a ccounts 

for the "civilian or 'chamber' quality '112 of mos t o f Chaucer' ,s 

works, includin g th e Legend of Go od Women where there is a 

di s tinct medieva lisation, in th e terms of th e courtly love 

convent i on , of the class ic 2l ma t eri a l s . Th i s quality distingui­

shes Ric a rdian works frow the heroic poetry of the Anglo Saxons 

a nd the Middle English mini s trel roma nc e . 

Let us n ow look briefl y a t Chauc er 1 s use of medieval 

conventi ons in the Prologue t 0 the Legend, which we touched on 

at the be ginning of t h i s study . The p a rticular medie v a l convent ­

ion Chauc er use d here was , as we have noted , t he dr eam-vision. 

This provides th e link with the tales for ~t explains how the 

poet c ame to write the group of non-dream stori es tha t follow. 

It is thus a n introduction to a group of poems, setting the 

unifying theme of the group and establishing a frame for a series 

of t ime-honoured stories about women true in love. In the dre am 

he is a ccuse d of wr itings which ha v e c as t a genera l a spers ion on 

women ' s fidelity a nd as a pe nance he i s th e r efore t o write ye a~ 

by yea r, so long as he lives , 

a glorious l egende 

Of goode wymmen, maydenes and wyves , 

Tha t weren tr ewe in l ovyng a l hire lyves; 

And telle of fals e men th ~ t hem bytra i e n .•• 

This penance is the r a i s on d'etre of the poem. 

Within the prologue and the le gends we see the typ ical 

medieval mixture of the sacred and the profane , what has been 

calle d the schizophrenia of the Middle Ages . De have alrea dy 

discussed the ana logy between the Chri s tian reli g ion and the 

reli gion of Love which the who l e work is built upon - the Legend 

of Saints' lives. 13 Other instances include Alceste's list of 

Chaucer' s works of nholynesse 1
' which includes both love poetry 

and serious devotional works . Also Dido is descri bed as being 

so good and beautiful th a t if God Himself were to choose a 

lover, it would be she. 

Th e legends themselves show a distinct process of 

medievalisation . The men and women in them a r e des cribed in 

the ter~s of heroines and h e ro s from the courtly love convention. 

We see a lusty world of young, fresh, beautiful l a dies and 
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vigorous, youthful, hands 0me kni gh t s . The women have warm, 

ge nerous n a tur e ~. Cleopatra is a typ ical medi e v a l c ourtly l a dy, 

" f ayr as is the rose in May 11
, and she l oves her "knyght " An t ony 

for h is " chyvalry e" and his "genti llesse '· . The f eatures of the 

battle in this tale were apparently t a ken by Chaucer from 

de s criptions of sea battles of his own time too. 
14 

Bre~er 

calls this a virtuoso-pi e c e , i n wh ich Chaucer ' . ~ita tes t he 

roughe r movement of a llite r ative verse withi n the limit s of h is 

own ten-syllable line , in order to ge t the effect of battle" . 15 

Dido is probab ly the b es t legend from the work . It is 

the longest and could perhaps be rega rded as the climax of t he 

poem. Again we see Chaucer's skilful addition of medieva l colour 

to his an ti que suriject and the whole t a l e is a cle ver pi ece of 

abbreviation of the s tory of Troy, th e wanderings of Aene a s, a nd 

his sojourn an d love-a ffa ir with Dido . Chaucer's narrative a rt 

•arks we ll here with the story moving neatly from point to 

point. Dido is court l y and medie va l, she i s: 

holden of a ll queenes flour, 

Of gentillesse , of fredom , of b eaute . 

High points in the t a l e include the description of 11 dawenyng up­

rist out of the se'' an d Dido a nd Aen eas go ing hunting in a 

glowing me di e v a l t a pestry scene . We a l so see in this t a l e 

Cha ucer clearly changing his materials to s uit hi s purpose which 

i s to t e ll of f a ithfu l women a nd fals e men. In Virgil's Dido 

there is tragic conflict between the ne w desire and the old duty. 

In the Legend , however, Aeneas ge ts little credit for his heroic 

destiny to found Rome. He is jus t a f a l se lover. Once more 

Chaucer skilfully abbreviates hi s sourc e in the passage describing 

the deserted Ariadne . The deta ils are from Ovid's parallel scene 

in Heroides X. but Chaucer's account is briefe r and superior 

in its power of sug~estion . It is a masterpiece of dramatic 

presentation from t h e beginn ing, "And in an yle, amyd ·~he wilde 

se ••• " In the passa ge a scene, a person, and an action are 

dramatically presented. An additional dim ension is the real­

ization of the sense of loss at the heart of Ariadne's 

distraction, and the sympathetic rendition of distracted human 

behaviour: 



and hire her torente, 

And to the stronde barefot f as te she wetne, 

And cryed, " Theseus! myn herte swete! 

Where be ye, tha t I may nat with yaw me te, 

And myghte thus with bestes ben yslayn '?" 

The holwe rokkes answerde hire age yn. 

In Hypermnestra too the details ar e dr awn from Ovid's He r oides 

XIV for the scene in which the timid brides rises in the ni ght 

to slay her husband. Ch aucer us e s abbreviatio again to s triking 

ef f ect . The scene is more concentrated and dramatic, for 

instance the intensity and economy of the line: 

shal myne hondes blody be?" 

"Allas! a nd 

A further medieval aspect th a t it would seem important 

for modern r eaders to be mindful of is th a t Chaucer wo u ld have 

been essentially an oral poet. Frank says that this c ould 

a ccount for the fluctuations of tone in Chaucer's works - a method 

of mainta ining a l istening audience's a tt ention . 
16 

Bronson 

thinks this cou l d help to e xpla in any anxi ety on Chaucer's part 

not to be a bore , to keep things mo ving. A. C. Spearing shows 

tha t "th e audience is extremely i mportant, because •.. mos t 

medieva l litera tur e was written to be read a loud to a g roup of 

list e n e rs 11 •
17 The medieval poet could therefore be seen as a 

mediator between hi s story a nd his audience and t h i s would 

na tura lly tend to give the medi e v a l p oe t some prominence in his 

own work. Thus, says Spearing, " in r eading a me di e va l narrative 

poem, we are often very much aware of the narra tor' s presence, 

as someone who calls himself 'I' and a ddresses us as 'lordi ngs ' 

or 'this fair company' , or s imply 'you' .•. The narrator is 

always bustling around, moving us from one part of the narrative 

to the next, making sure we are listening, offering his own 
18 suppositions about the characters' motives and so on". This 

is all certainly true of the Legend of Go od Wom en , for example, 

the narrator peers with exage erated detail into the source at 

a crucial moment, as when Dido and Aeneas go into the cave where 

\heir love is about to be consummated. The narrator ponders: 

I not, with hem if there wente any mo; 

The auteur maketh of it no mencioun. 

Or when he decides he does not think it necessary to describe 



the fe as t Dido prepared f or Aeneas , he s peaks dir e ctly to his 

aud i enc e an d asks , "What ned e th you the f es t t o descriv e ?" 

At th e end of Cl e opa tra , he dra ws hi s a udi enc e dire ctly in , 

11 I preye Go d let our hedes nevere a k e ! " There a re many more 

examples of this sort of t ac tic in th e Legend - a distinctly 

medieval poem . 
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Notes . 

1. See Chpt 3 for a discussion of this thesis . 

2 . Gow er' s ConfeS&io Ama ntis , also a c ollection of class ic a l 
stori es i n English, ma y ha v e jus t sup e rd 2ded the Legend. 
Howe v e r, because of Chauc e r's g r e a ter pop u l arity it seems 
fair t o say thnt he be gan t he g rea t tradition of class ic a l 
s tory in English poetry. 

3. See Spurgeon - as in Chpt 2, n .4. 

4. See J . A. Burrow, Ricardian Poe try (L ondon, 1971), for a 
particularly informat ive and s timula ting a ccount of po e try 
dur ing Picha rd II's rei gn. 

5. Lowes , "Is Chaucer' s LGW a Tra v es t y?", JEGP , VIII , 1909, p452. 

6 . ibid. 

7 . Burrow ·.p. 9 . 

8 . Burrow, p. 73 . 

9. Burrow, p.74 

10. Burrow cites, for example, T&C ii 262-7 8 . 

11. Burrow, p .95. 

12 . i b id. 

13 . See Chp . 1. 

14. See the no te in Rob i nson ' s edition of Chaucer's Works, p. 847 . 

15. Brewer, p.117. 

16 . See Chp. 3 n.21. 

17. Sp e a ring , p . 77 . 

1 P.. . ibid. 



Chapter 6 Experiments and Problems 

We have seen that it is possible to account for many 

things that seem strange to us, or that do not appeal to us, 

by setting the Legend of Good Women in its medieval context. 

But are we simply to leave it there? Surely not. Chaucer's 

poetry is great literature, litereture that does live on and 

can continue to be a cha llenge and a pleasure. By setting it 

in its medieval context we enhance our understanding, but that 

same context should not be a barrier than prevents us from 

attempting to deal with the problems that arise out of the 

Legend. Spearing identifies the most important fact we get 

from its context as being that the poet's role is not t~ be 

creator or inventor. He is to begin with pre-existing material, 

and his task is to rework and reinterpret that material for 

the benefit of his audience.
1 

This seems a humble role, but 

with a poet like Chaucer, it bec 0mes itself part of the dramatic 

fiction of the poem - the narrator who i s both very much a part 

of the poem and a part of the audience. Spearing suggests that 

the mediator was a lso therefore the literary critic of the 

middle ages. He was a critical co mmentator who might rewrite a 

work in such a way as to show where his p redecessor s had gone 

wrong and how they might be improved upo~. Thus the medieval 

poet, the mediator· and commentator, had freedom to 'colour' the 

outline as he chose and co uld establish a personal rapport 

with his l iaeners. Chaucer c a rried out this function with 

particular skil1. 

There is ver y likely some justific~tion in the view 

that there was a progressive development in Chaucer's li.terary 

art culminating in the Canterbury Tales. We can see him 

learning to use the various conventions and materials availab~~ 

to him, and then once he reached the Canterbury Tales he appe a rs 

to have settled on them and been p repared to spend the rest of 

his life working with them and incorporating in them the varied 

experience and materials he had gathered throughout his poetic 

development. While p laying the poetic role his times assigned 

to him, however, it is surely a mark of his creative genius that 

he did not simply follow blindly the literary conventions of 

his time, but actually used them. In fact he seems to have been 
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something of an expe rimenter t h roughout his lite r a r y career -

trying many different methods and mat eria l s , trans l at ing v e r batiri 

at first, and then increas i ngly adapt ing materials and for ~ulat­

ing his own particular style. It seems, the refore, that it may 

be v a li d to r egard t he Legend of Good Women as abov e all an 

experiment for Chaucer : a last experiment with courtly lov e 

con v entions and assoc i ated with this a look at the authority/ 

expe ri ence ant ithesis , a first or v ery early experi ment with a 

series of re l ated nar r ati v es introduced b y a prologue, and the 

first experiment with the heroic couplet in the English l anguage . 

S om e of the p roblems that modern r eaders grapp l e wi th 

i n the Legend quite conc e ivab l y could have conc e rn e d Chauc er too 

- such as the necessity fo r smal lness of scale and t he single 

repetitious theme . Especially a s an oral poet h e c ould not 

afford to bore his audienc e , and th e bor e d thesis p roponents do 

seem to have a goo d point when they s u gges t t he extr~ ·: ~ diffic~lty 

any wri te r would fa c e in a tt e m~ting to write interestingly and 

with muc h dramatic vari ety an indefinite number of stories 

with exact ly the same theme, with the conclusion reached be fore 

each ta l e had e ven begun. The r e ar e certainly momen t s of p oeti c 

fir e and intensity i n the l egends . We have n ot ed some in the 

previous chap ter, Howe ver, Chaucer' s cla i m to be 11agro t e d" 

probab l y has an e l ement of tru t h in i t . The equivalent modern 

e~~,ression would p resumab l y be "I 1 v e had it up to here n , with 

ap p ropriat e movement of hand a cross the throat , which i s f a irly 

strong l a nguage . Even a llowing fo r the freshness of the material, 

as far as Chaucer's audiences were concerne d anyway , the tales 

without doubt do be c ome somewhat monotonous. And note what 

hapr ens in t h e Can terb ury Ta l es_ when someone at tempts to tell a 

s e ries of ta les on a single t heme , n ot fidelity this time, but 

tragedy. The Monk uses abbreviatio drastical ly , but even then 

his audience cannot st a nd to have him go on, and on. More 

significantly it is the exemplary and highly r espected Knight 

who int erwupts him: 

"Hoo!" quod the Knyght, "goo d sire namoore of this! 

That ye han seyd i s right ynough, ywis, 

And muchel moore; for litel h evyness e 

Is right ynough t o much e folk, I gesse. 

(VII 2767-70) 
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One could imagine an audience listening t 0 the Legend of Good 

~~ beginning to f ee l a little like thi s as they heard of one 

f ai thful woman after an o ther receiving l amentab ] e tragedy as her 

reward . The poem is certainl y puzzling and one c annot help 

wondering why Chaucer wrote it . 

I 

One possible answer is that the poem was something of 

an experiment fo r him , In the Legend , Chaucer seems to be 

delib er a t e ly experimenting with the courtly love convention and 

dream vision that had been his ear lies t ma t e ria ls. 2 In this 

experimentation, he i s conc erned with the role of the poet, h is 

r e l at ion to soc i ety , to truth and to the r eal world. The final 

rej astion of the court of lov e seems to have been the r esu lt of 

this experiment, The ma t e ria ls of the ~egend were not the materi a ls 

of life . Chaucer's pre occupation with the th e me of truth and 

literature (whic h runs throughout the poem in conjunction with 

the one Alo es t e demands) i s es t a blished in the v ery fi r s t li~es 

of the poem: 

A th ousand sythes have I herd me n telle 

That th e r e is joye in he vene a nd peyn e in helle, 

And I a corde we l that it be so ; 

Bu t natheles, this wot I wel a lso, 

That there ne is non that dwelleth in this c ont r e , 

That ey the r hath i n halle or hevene ybe, 

Ne may of it non othe r weyes witen, 

But as he hath herd seyd or founde it writen; 

F9r by a ssay there may no man it preve. 

(G. 1-9) 

Heaven and hell are meant literally here, but we also rec a ll 

their use as courtly love terms. For example, Chaucer's borrow­

ing of the inscription of Dante's gate for his garden of love in 

the Parlement of Foules . A thous a nd times we have heard men tell 

of heaven's joy a nd hell's pain - but we ha ve to take it a ll on 

a uthority because no one has been to either and returned to tell 

about it from experience. However , as the poem continues, we 

see tha t there can b e heaven a nd hell within life its e lf. Later 

in the poem, the poet describ e s the birds' joyful song about the 
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triumph of spring over the dangers of winter. The fowler who 

h ad tried to trap them during the winter "betrays the birds with 

his 'sophistrye ' - f a ls e subtle arguments - as the Devil betrays 

the souls of men with his nets and snares . The poet, with his 

medieval sympa thy f or t he creatur es, c a n rejoice at their escape 

from the winter and death , and c en r ea lize a correspondence 

between their escape and t h a t of the soul from the Devil". 3 In 

each of the l egends we see a woman de scend from her heaven, her 

"blysful place 11 of love and hap:i,J iness, to a hell of anguish 

and despair. Also note that most of the women kill th emse lves 

a nd this in the Christian r e li g ion is a sin punishab le by 

banishment to hell. Each of these t a l es of the misguided but 

faithful woman is an e xpe rience which the authority (the book) 

records so that it is not forgottei:i. Books are of 11 remembraunce 

the keye". Legouis says of these e xp e rienc es r e corded in the 

bookish authorities that "they r e l a te the et e rnal adventur es of 

the heart, and, with the names cha nged, they become app licab le 

to sorrows which are ever r enewed . 114 Chaucer wp.s deeply int e rested 

in the r e lative trus tworthines s o f authority ~nd exper i e nc e (the 

heaven and hell question is just one inst3nce of this). If the 

truth of a n opinion cannot be tested by experience, we seek it 

in authorities - the a ncient books. 5 Bronson suggests that this 

authority could be rega rded as the realm of experience at second 

hand.
6 

He believes that Cha ucer and his contemporci ries probably 

set vast store on the weight of ancient authority. People in 

the middle ages acknowledged that they lived in a world of wonders, 

that there was much they did not know. The things preserved in 

books were obviously things that former ages had considered 

worthy of remembrance. Chaucer seems to profess his orthodoxy 

in this regard, "And to the doctryne of these olde wyse/ Yeven 

credence ••• " Here we have the famili a r self-portraiture of the 

remote and ineffectua l bookish little man reverently accepting 

the"olde aproved storyes" which were ap roved (confirmed) not by 

demonstrative evidence but by sufficient testimony. In contrast 

to this portrait, however, Chaucer r ai ses by implic a tion the 

question of truth in literature. His intent he s e ys is: 

The naked text in English to declare 

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

As autours seyn; leveth hem if yow leste!(A 86_88) 
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Nevertheless, his constant diversion remains old books 

and what they can tea ch us, but in spring, the season of love 

(and experi ence) they must take second place. When Chauc er is 

cha rged with h eresy agains t Love , howe ver, the theme of the 

function a nd duti es of the poet, particul2rly t h e poet i n the 

courtly love tra dition, i s emphas i sed . It i s ma de clear tha t 

the duty of the love p oet i s to offe r s l a vish, unquestioning 

service in pra ise of t he deiti es and themes of courtly l ove . 

When Chaucer defen ds himself, 

wha t s o myn auctour mente, 

Algate, God wot, it was myn en t en t e 

To forth e r e trou th e in love a nd it cheryc e ••. , 

he is telling the truth. The difficulty arises from his r eal­

ization of the incompatibility of being a p oe t of courtly love 

with it s Christian-pagan confla tion, and a Christian and s e riou s 

poet. What is a t is s u e i s just wh a t i s meant by n trouthe in l ov e " . 

We have a lready observed t he close a na l ogy between medi e v a l 

Christi a nit y and t he development of th e courtly love c ode . 

R. O. Payne recognis e s this in his examination of the Prologue. 

He suggests that Ch a ucer borrows from the courtly love conv ention 

in order t o use this fundamenta l ambi vuity . Even when a poet 

"may have been sufficiently instruct8 d to comprehend Alceste as 

the apotheosis of th e da isy, [he] c a n hardly b e expected to 

manage a set of characte ristics which i dentify her as a n ectype 

of Venus and the Blessed Virgin simultaneously . " ? 

Furthermore, the very figure of authority in the Prologue, 

the God of Love, is shown up as not knowing as much about bookish 

authorities as he p retended. For one thing, the Roumaunt of the 

Rose was no her e sy against Love, unless the reference is to 

Jean de Meun 's additions - but so far as we know, Chaucer had not 

translated that part. The question of authority is brought 

forward by the God, thus linking the main body of the Prologue 

with the philosophical introduction. The god recounts the books 

Chaucer ought to ha v e us e d to find stories of f a ithful wome n: 

What seith Va lerye, Titus, or Claudya n? 

What seith Jerome agayns Jovynyan? 

(G 281-81) 

Valerye is almost certainly Walter Map who wrote the Epistola 
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Va lerii ad Rufinum ne uxorem duc a t. His attitude is seen in the 

anecdot e Valerius tells Rufinus of a ma n who wept b e c a us e thre e 

of his wives h a d ha n ge d the mselves on a tree in his garden. His 

friend begge d for a cutting! 0 t. J e r ome, in orde r to r e commend 

celiba cy, collected to ge th e r a ll he cou l d find a ga inst the fe~a le 

sex in genera l. wha t J e rome s a id aga ins t Jovinian i s touche d 

on in t h e Wife of Bath's P rologu e .
8 

He a nd Wa lt e r Map we re 

p erha p s the most s a tiric a l a nd e ffective o f a ll th e many s l a nderers 

of women in the a ntifemini s t Middle Ages. Such we re the God of 

Love's a uthorities on the fidelity o f women tha t were to be 

trusted when the exp erience feiledZ Coghill calls this a bit 

of Cha ucer's "ironical buffoner y 11 a nd suggests that he was 

pla ying the same joke on the court audience as Ch a nticle e r was 

to bring off against Pertelote : 9 

For al so sike r a s In principio, 

Mulier est hominis confusio, -

Madame, the s entenc e of this Latyn is, 

' Womma n i s ma nne s joye a nd a l his bli s '. 

( C.T. VII 3163-6) 

Ther e a re s ev e r a l exa mp l e s of i mp li ed criticism o f the 

courtly love conve nti on throughout th e Legend, especi a lly in 

relation to how much it repr e s e nts n trouthe in love '' . In- the 

P rologue wh e n Alcest e prescrib es th e p ena nc e s h e s a ys tha t it 

is to reve a l men who betray wom e n and do nothing a ll the ir live s 

but try to shame as many women as the y c a n: 

For in youre world tha t i s now hold e n game . 

As we h a ve noted, the me n a nd women are all portrayed as h e roes 

and heroines from the courtly love convention . Ye t all of the 

handsome knights prove false in one way or another. Aeneas 

seems so full of all of the re qu irements of chivalric love and 

his betrayal seems worse when Dido's generosity to him is 

remembered. Jason is anoth e r chivalrous knight, at least in 

all the outward observances of knighthood and courtly love. He 

is a lord of great renown, as royal as a lion in his beering, 

famous above all other knights for "gentilesse", freedom and 

strength. He speaks well and knows all about the art and craft 

of love. Yet he is false to the core . Again in Ariadne we have 
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a courtlv hero whose treachery is made doubly base by the debt 

he owes kis lady. Chaucer has always tended to rema in detached 

in his attitude to courtly love, but it seems fair to say that 

here ~e is becomiDg downright critical towards it. He has 

always adopted the persona of the bookish little man, inexp e r­

ienced in the ways of love and a bit past it anyway . The God 

of Love accuses him of bein r. an enemy to Love - an d there may 

be a grain of truth in the a ccusation, tha t is with reference 

to courtly love. Howerd Pa tch has made this suggestion. He 

says that it is quite possible in each case Chaucer's poems of 

Courtly Love "were meant to celebra te devotion, not of a secret 

love r for his aime but, within the bonds of matrimony, of perfectly 

domestic attachments. '' 
1 

O Examp les include the Book of the Duchess 

which mourns the de a th of a beloved wife, the Parlement of Foules 

which presents tidings of a betrothal, Alceste in the Legend, 

whose special merit is loving wifehood, and faithful wives like 

Dorigen whose re a l ntrouthe in love ' ' to h er husband is jeopard­

ised only by a courtly love "trouthe". Furthermore, Patch points 

out that "according to the Troilus amorous preoccupa tions of a 

worldly sort carry their own peril and ar e not ultimately 

satisfying". Spe irs suggests th e.t Chaucer came to criticise 

the courtly love convention because it lacked re a l human feelin g 

and thi s was wha t Chaucer was particularly interest e d in.
11 

Chaucer is ab le t o render human feeling del icate l y , for insta nce, 

in the lament of the deserted Medea : 

Wh i lykede me thy yelwe her to se, 

More than the boundes of myn honeste? 

Chaucer's objection to Tereus, as he asks God t he Creator why he 

allowed such a corrupted person as Tereus to be born (2228-2237) 

seems to apply to most of the heroes of the legends . Baker makes 

this point. "This is not love, neither is it nature. This 

annoyed and doubtful attitude seems to prevail especially 

throughout the last three legends •.• , this cannot be "trouthe in 

lcve". Yet, Chaucer seems to be saying these are the stories 

of love that I find in my books; they are what the convention of 

courtly love represents and demands, and are, for the most part, 

sterile imaginatively and spiritually. Chaucer could no longe r 

serve willingly such aberration of nature 11 •
12 Baker concludes 
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that with this r e&lisa tion, Cha uc e r ende d his experiment with 

the courtly love convention a nd the Le gend of Good Wome n . He 

realis e d tha t " the tra dition may b e r e spect e d a nd admire d at 

a di s t a nce (for it h a s given birth to the a rtist) but it has 

now no serious p l a c e p e r s e a mong t he ma t e rials of the poet ir . 13 

Of cours e , Cha uc e r doe s s til l ma ke us e of th e mat e rials of 

co urtly l ove, bu t not in t h e se rvic e of courtly love , for 

instanc e , note th e trea tment of t h e convention in the Franklin's 

Tale. The marriage of Arveragus a nd Dori ge n ie e nda ngered 

becaus e th e y ha v e tried to incorpora te in it ideals from two 

completely contra sting orders - Cou rtly Love a nd Chri s tian 

marriage . Alongside 11 ma istrie" , " sov e r a ynete e 11 a nd :r h umb le 

trewe wyf", we find " hire ob eye , a n d folwe hir wyl in al,/ 

as any lover his l a dy sha l 11
• Arve ragus and Dori gen love e a ch other 

sincerely a nd h P- ve a ll the r e quirements for a hi ghly succ essful 

marriage excep t that the y try a nd r e t a in a t titude s a nd a ctions 

from the system of courtly lov e . The imp ossibilitie s of such, 

a combi n a tion c a u s e incongruiti es whic h almos t ruin their 

marriage . 

Ta tlock suggest s tha t " mor e ep ocha l in lit e r a ry hi s tory 

tha n a nythi ng e lse in the Le ge nd i s the vers en ,
14 

for it wa s 

here tha t Chauc e r abandone d th e short octosylla bic line for the 

longer decasyllab ic line in rhyme d couplet s - the first known 

use o f the h e roic coup l e t in th e En g li s h l a n guage . Tha t Ch a uc e r 

was a ware of his iµ n ovati on is shown at the e nd o f Prologue F 

when Cupid cha rge s him to, 11 Ma k e the metres o f hem a s the l e st 1
' . 

The development prob a bly proceeded fro m th e Troilus where 

Chaucer would h a ve become accustomed to moving in the a mp l e r line 

of its stanzas. The lengthening of the line was a small 

technical adjustment but Speirs poi nts out i ts ' 'far-reaching 

consequences; it involve d the fullest accepta.nce by Chaucer of 

a speech norm in place of the ea rlier song-and-dance ( or 

'c arolling ' ) norm. The s h ort octo-syllabic line rhyming in 

couplets, as in the Roma unt of the Rose, tended to cause even 

conversational poetry to slip readily b a ck into the e a rli 

association with song - as the intrica tely metrical, asfona,ntal 

poems of the troubadours had been associ a ted with song . Poetry 

dominated too long by music tends to become conventional in a 

limiting sense , to be deprived of robustness and scope in handligg 
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life . The establishme nt of a conversational norm gave a cha noe 

to the steady and ordered Cha ucerian obse rvation and drama tization 

of life to develop . 1115 Chaucer was able t o use the heroic couplet 

wibh greet versatilityall the way from the t1iller's Tale , to 

t he Wife's Frologue, t o the Franklin's and Pardoner ' s Tales . The 

Legend was , furthermor e , ChPucer ' s first attempt at a new shape 

of poem, the sha pe that was to grow i nto the Canterbury Tales -

the success ion of tales and the p r actice at short story telling . 

Chaucer learnt the self-c ontrol necesse ry for composing a series 

of tales . Thus , in the Legend of Good Women Chaucer a bandoned 

the court of Love per se, but found the narra tive form and metre 

which suited him best . 

II 

As we h a ve seen , medie val rhetoric a l theory taught tha t 

a writer shoul d retell the ''olde aproved stories" according t o 

h is own purpose (which should be for the edific a tion of his 

audi ence) , choosing one of two ~c tho~s - amplificatio or 

a bbreviatio . In th e Lege nd of Good homen, because h e was setting 

out to tell an indefinitely l a rge numb e r of ta l es on the same 

theme, Chaucer of necessity chose a bbre via tio. His purpose , 

ostensibly a nywa y , was t o ex emplify good women (martyrs in love), 

and to condemn the men who betrayed them. e c anno t he lp asking , 

lowever, if this is in f a ct alwnys th e effect of Chaucer ' s u3e 

of abbre via tio t~nd its associated techniq u e occupatio in the 

Legend . For example , in Cleopatra , he drastica lly abbreviates 

the wedding f east and instead becomes int erested in the sea 

battle which he expands to fill one fifth of the t a le. Surely 

the wedding feast was much more r ele vant to h is ostensib l e and 

ass igned purpose . In trying to deal with thiE problem we need 

to see if we c a n determine what interested Chauc e r most , and 

what is involved in his best work . Chaucer's greatness is mos t 

often said to li e i n his ability to present character , along with 

the necessary circums tant ial detail; to dramatica lly present 

humanity in all its varied guises , t o ultima tely present real 

and enduring human nature .
16 

The truths about humanity he 

portrayed in the fourteenth century, we can readily r e cognize 

in the twentieth . This i s the basis of his appea l to the 

twentieth century. It is an a ttitude which seems to be l a rgely 
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justified and we will look now at the Legend in this light . 

Because he was using abbreviatio , Chaucer proceeded with 

v e ry little attention to detail or character portrayal - this is 

in fact explicitly avoided . In this respect it would seem that 

we must agree with thos e critics who see the Legend as a failure 

because of the rigidity of the plan in which var i ety of form 

and matter was e xcluded . Chaucer was at t empting thE v ery 

difficult task of telling a l arge number of lege nds of good 

wome n in which he had to paint a ll of the heroines white and 

all o f the heroee black . A further aspec t of this lack of 

va riety in the Legend , say compared wi th the Canterbury Tales , 

is of course the va ried tellers of the tales themselves , w' ~ 

reveal in their diffe rent t a les their own diversity of character 

and background . That Chaucer r ecornised the size of the task 

is evident from the God o f Love's instruction to "sey shortly" 

and also it is emphasised in the tales themselves . For example , 

in Cleopatr a: 

In Dido: 

To me , that have ytake swich empryse 

Of so many a story for to make , 

It were to longe, lest thet I shulde slake 

Of thyng that bereth more effect and charge ; 

For men rray overlade a ship or barge . 

And forthy to th ' effec t tha nne wol I skyppe , 

And a ll the r emenaunt , I wol l ete it slippe . 

(617- 623) 

I could folwe , word for word , Virgile , 

But it wolde l asten al to longe while . 

( 1002- 3) 

And of course finally in the " agroted" passage . This is not 

to say tha t Chaucer w~s becoming bored , but r n ther that he wns 

showi ng thc t he was using nbbreviatio . Nev~rthe~ \,s, it would 

pr obably be true to say thct Chaucer did find the Legend nn 

increasingly cr~mpinB and frustrnting business as he proceeded. 

He must h a ve r ealised that he could Pot do so many stories 

a rtistically on the scale he had set. He could not t ell them 

fully a nd with a ll the detail and proportion good story- telling 

demands . Before undertaking the Legend , Chaucer had told one 
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great love story (Troilus nnd Criseyde) and possibly. another 

(Palamon an d Arcite). In these, he used all the breadth of 

canvas necess Pry for full narration . Details of scene and 

cha r a cter were especially abundant in t he Troilus where he 

displayed his great abili ty for creating vital and complex 

emotional rela tionships. In contrast he must have found the 

c ompar a tively small canvases of the individual legends very 

restricting . Chaucer would seem to h ~v e been a writer who needed 

a fairly lar ge area to work in and he understood the necessity 

of circumsta ntial detail, of intere s ting the reader, or rather 

his audience , b e cause he was essentially an oral poet . In the 

Legend, however , there we re so many tales that he had to be 

compar~tively bri e f. Again and again he had to omit things 

because it would heve taken too long to tell them. Bronson 

expresses well what mus t have been the result for Ch a ucer. He 

suggests that th e re must h a ve been "a radical conflict for him 

between means and matter: the prescribed scope indiceted bre vity 

as an essential condition, the prescribed theme demanded 

expansion. The poet wh~ could create Troilus knew all too 
17 

thoroughly the innermost reality of longi ng , in man,· or woman 11
• · 

But that emotion could not be adequately e voked by flat 

personifications all standing for the same quality . One reason 

for the compar a tive failure of t he tales then , is th a t the 

heroines are not conoeived of as persons at all . The only thing 

they do is share the same pli ght, repeated ten times. In Ariadne 

Chaucer comes closest to portraying a character. Ari a dne is 

seen as an impulsive, sc heming , wise yet naive and charming young 

woman. The charac 'ter of Theseus is sketched only in outline, and 

so the poem is distinctly her's . Chaucer evokes with skill, 

distracted human behaviour as h e describes the deserted Ariadne. 

There is tenderness in Cleopa tra's last solilo ~uy which is only 

less touching than Criseyde's sorrowing expreesions because 

Cleopatra's tale "has been too brief for us to credit or even 

f h . ·t II 
1 8 W h t h d h t b care or er s1ncer1 y. e ave no a a c ance o ecome 

engaged deeply in her character and in what she says. At t i mes 

too, Chaucer seems to express genuine wrath against cruel 

ravishers like Tarquinius and Tereus; but he cannot be serious 

with some of the other f a lse men like Theseus and Jason who 

were libertines rather than criminals . 
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Chaucer must have realised his predicament arising out 

of the ri gidity of his task . Ev en i f he did ma n age to success­

fully depict the poignancy o f true love in his tales , the work 

would become increasingly untolerable in its unrelieved gloom. 

There was no provision for any kind of interlude . Furthermore, 

bias was a necessity . His assigned task demanded that reality 

should be set aside . " \' hat had to be done was to create a n ew 

humanity , composed of perfect women on the one hand, and entir~ly 

faithless and heartless men on the other •. . , few poets ever had 

a t emperament less suited for Jengthy litanies than Chaucer . 

He could describe the feelings of a woman's h eart • .• , its meek­

ness , its purity , its self- abnegat i on , its devotion , its anguish . 

But his nRture wes such that to Gee nothing but that , &nd to 

express nothing else , was qui te impossible to him . Inevitably, 

whil~ looking at one s ide, the reverse is e v er present with him' ' . 19 

For inFt a nce, in the Canterbury Tales and their link passages 

shrewish wives are several times shown , but so too are constant , 

pPti en t , suhmissive and devoted wivAs. It is possible therefore 

to surmise that Chaucer neelecte ~ the Legend of Good ~omen because 

it did not begin with a consideration of wha t Cleopatr a , Dido and 

the rest were reDlly like . The set t ask depended for its 

fulfilment on a profound oversimplification of the complex 

1 . t . h t • I t 1 . I 
20 

rea i yin eren in rue oving . 

Considerine all these difficulties which an experienced 

writer and story-teller like Chaucer could hardly have fai l ed 

to recognise , we may wonder why he embarked on the project at 

a ll and certainly why he persisted with it as long as he did . 

Of course, as we noted at the very beginning of this study , he 

may have been assigned , or at l east encouraged , to do the work 

by ~ ueen Anne . S uch e vidence as we h a ve does suggest that this is 

a distinct possibility . In th e Prologue the task is r epresented 

as being imposed upon him and there i s the explicit r eferenc e 

in the F ve r s ion to giving the work to the ~ueen either at 

Eltham , or her favourite r esidence Sheene . Besides this , th~re 

i s the statement by Chaucer ' s disciple and younger contemporary 

Lydgate , who would most likely have been well informed about 
21 him, and mey e~eu have known him personally . So Chaucer set 

out to defend the fair name of women . The moO'.i is at all times 

somewhat i ronic, howe ver , beginning in the Prologue with the 
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because they are not to be found in rea l life . If he was 

writing at his Queen's behest , his irony could not be too 

overt, but we certainly sense its p res enc e . The P r oloeue is 

conv en tional in situation as we hev e seen , but it is also 

slightly mocking in its treatment of the conventions, for 

instanc e , in the treatment of the God of Love. His portra i t 

is exaggerated , (Chaucer added a halo) , and fur thermore we see 
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that he is somewhat i gnorant of the bookish authorities he 

pretends to know all about . The irony which suffuses the P rologue , 

sometimes spreads over the legends themselves and it is always 

at the expense of the necessary ide a lisat ion . ~e come away 

from the Legend with the perva ding impression that Chaucer is 

rather indifferent to his heroines . He is in a semi - comic 

hurry about them. Of course we know that the passages which 

lend weight to this impression are using abbreviatio . But 

Chaucer emphasises l· is haste so frequently tha t we cannot help 

smiling , and r r esumably this is what Chaucer intended we should 

do. He makes use of rhetoric for obvious comic effect . For 

example , his attack on the rascally Jason with a piece of 

hyperbolical bombRs t in the introduction to the legends of Hyp-

eipyle and Medea . As we have noted, the choice of hero ines 

capable of cruel revenge like Medea and Phi lome la is acceptable 

because they stood as stock examples of feminine fid e lity for 

the Middle Ages . This , of course , as Coghill suggests , need 

not preclude Chaucer from inward irony. 11 The private joke at the 

expense of ' authority ' was very muc h to Chaucer's tast e , especially 

when delive red with so l emnity 11
•
22 At times the lau ghter is 

quite open, such as in the incongruous ending to P h yllis's 

tragedy when the poet says: 

And t r usteth in love , no man but me . 

It may even be possible to agree with Paull Baum's contention 

that some of the women , like Ariadne , are so forward that they 

invite trouble. 23 

This somewhat cavalier treatment of the good women does 

t h C t . f .. t 24 R h · no meant at haucer was an i- em1n1s • at er i t serv es 

to buttree s the point already made r egardi ng Chaucer' s inability 

t o be complet e ly one - sided and i dealistic . This is demonstrated 
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find themselves in some situation where they do not quite know 

which way to turn. If they do take a stand o~ what they think 

is firm ground , it i s soon undermined. This brings us right 

back to our v ery opening r emark when we touched upon the problem 

of Chaucer the narrator and the difficulty of knowing whether 

it i s Chaucer himself spea king through his work or jus t 5imply 

his n a rrative persona. ~e come up aga i nst t he p e r e nnial 

Chauceria n problem of ambivalence and , paradoxical a s it ma y 

seem , it i s here that we can attempt some reconc i liation of b o th 

the a r gument thBt Chaucer became bored with t h e Legend and the 

counter-argument that bor ed thesis proponents make overliteral 

misreadings of a rhetorical technique . Without doubt abbrevi atio 

is very hardworked in the Legend and this mu s t hav e been to some 

speci f ic purpose over and above the f ac t that the number of tales 

necessitated a small scale for each individual tale . A queen 

h a s i mposed a t ask on the poet wh r sure l y uses t he hardw orked 

abbreviatio to undermine the official c ourtly facade, and 

intentionally ]eaves the narr ator f loundering i n h i s uaual 

amb iva l ent position with half of him drawn towards the goo d 

women and at ~empting to faithfully c arry out h i s task , while the 

o ther half finds it a ll r ather tedious and boring . Always the 

narrator , thinking he i s doing quit e a good job, is undermined. 

This happens in every tale. For example , in Cleopatra , he 

negl ec t s the wedding feast for the sea battle , yet at the end 

he c an present a tender scene ; in Dido he appears to be doing 

h is job as n a rra tor well , paying close attenti on to the story , 

when he innoc ently wonders if Dido and Aeneas had any company 

in t he c a ve , yet the effect is of mock naivety; again in Lucrece 

he is telling h i s story carefully , explaining how Lucrece had the 

decency to cover her feet as she f e ll down dead , but the p icture 

creat e d borders on the realm of s lap- s tick. There is too, his 

loud rhetorical flourish in condemna ti on of Jason , which a gain 

we cannot take seriously . Thus , the narrator seems pulled in 

two directions , trying faithfully to c a rry out his task but 

finding it a bore , and thereby mocks . it. Which one r~presents 

Chaucer's vie w? It is impossible to say with any cer tainty, 

but our study does all ow us to make the conjecture that 

i nitially he mi ght have t e nded towards the for mer , but g r adually 
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as he found it increasing l y difficult to carry out such a rigid, 

monotonous plan , he must have moved towards the l a tter . 

Of cour se he must have r ealised tha t women are neithe r 

p ~rticularly extolled , nor th e ir virtues enhanc ed by exposing 

men's wickedneea. 25 Cha ucer has more to say about women in 

the Ca nte rbury Tal e s, and he r e va ri ous l a di es of di s tinction 

a r o richly and sympathe tically described . He does not present 

the sex as fau l tless; he sees bo th good and ba d . The motif of 

heroine s deserted even recurs i n t he Can t e rbury Tales . Dorigen 

by the sea shore is in part a va riation of Ari a dne by the sea 

shore . Chaucer is i nterested in human beings , in both expos ing 

h uman weakness and establishing human di gnity a nd foreb ear a nce . 

Chauc er is und eniably a t his best when dealing with 

his material in terms no t merely say o f p lot or humour, but of 

character. He may begin hi s na rra tive with other things, but 

usua lly he gra v itates toward cha r a cter and its conc e rns . The 

r eason he did not make much of the Legend is tha t he began 

not with a character, but with a proposition. Beginning this 

way i njured the work for i t was too simple and not stimulating 

enough to hi s a rt ist i c imaginat i on , Th e result is that Cha uce r 

seems cramped in the Legend . He was working with a single 

repetitious theme , perhaps not of his own choosing and not of 

his own t as t e . It meant tha t Chaucer could not give rein to 

wha t is essential ly Chaucer - his gift o f remark i ng truthfully 

on human char a c ter , of depicting the complexiti es of human 

emot i on s and relationships , and the v e r y ambiva l ence of the who l e 

huma n s ituation . He r ealised tha t "tr ou the in love 11 was no 

simple, strai ghtfo r ward ma tter, bu t l ay a t the complex core of 

the most importan t huma n relat i onship. It could not b e 

a dequa t e ly evoked by some court ly game of a rtifice. Thus , 

Chaucer made the transition to the Cant e rbury Tal es , hi s master­

piece, the work in which he looked penetratingly a t his fellow 

citizens, h i s fellow pilgrims i n life , and gave expressi on to 

what he must by n ow have recognised as his essenti a l genius , 

his skill at portraying human nature with a l l its v a rious 

contradictions . With this rea lisation Chaucer neglected the 

Legend of Good Women, never to complete it . 

And s o, "Farewe l my stodye ••• 11 
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