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This dissertation uses the insights of recent cognitive science to illuminate 

narrative and rhetorical strategies in the Eclogue of Theodolus, a Latin debate poem, and 

its French and English literary descendants. The Eclogue was wildly popular in 

classrooms throughout the Middle Ages and modeled for students ways to respond to 

stories with counter-stories, demonstrating rhetorical virtuosity by transforming images, 

words, and ideas. In doing so, it prepared the way for vernacular literary production. 

Chapters 1 and 2 focus on the ways the Eclogue’s narrative rhetoric, and 

particularly its imagery, was processedby medieval students using mental capacities 

recently revealed by modern cognitive linguistics and neuroscience. In the Eclogue, a 

character representing Christian truth triumphs over one representing pagan falsehood 

precisely through her ability to transform the cognitive and affective effects of the work’s 

visual and spatial rhetoric. Yet if the Eclogue emphasizes Christian superiority, the early 

French Roman d’Enéas deploys a similar specular rhetoric for a less respectable purpose. 

Lush descriptions of funeral monuments lure the reader away from what is otherwise the 

text’s central concern: legitimizing the French political order. These chapters show both 

the sophistication of medieval imagery and the discourses deployed to limit its power. 

Chapters 3 and 4 consider medieval theories of cognition. Chapter 3 focuses on 

the Owl and the Nightingale, a debate poem generally considered the first great work of 
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Middle English literature. This poem undercuts the Eclogue’s lofty rhetoric by presenting 

myopic protagonists whose avian nature (in keeping with Neo-Aristotelian theory) is 

most clearly shown in their stubborn emphasis on their desires to live and kill. Similarly 

earthbound in its orientation is Chaucer’s House of Fame. This work, which begins with a 

survey of scholastic cognitive science and which offers a climactic ekphrasis in which the 

Eclogue takes a prominent place, offers both a deeply skeptical account of the ability of 

embodied humans to know the truth and a tour de force of medieval narrative rhetoric.  

Taken together, these discussions offer a survey of the power of medieval images 

on medieval brains and unearth a significant force in medieval intellectual culture.
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Preface 

The Eclogue of Theodolus 
This dissertation describes some effects of Latin literary scholarship on vernacular 

literature and culture of the later Middle Ages, and takes as its primary object the Eclogue 

of Theodolus (Ecloga Theodoli),1 a poem written in partial imitation of Virgil’s Eclogues 

that became a nearly ubiquitous classroom piece from the twelfth to fifteenth centuries. 

The first chapter focuses on the text’s visual and experiential poetics, using the twin 

methodologies of embodied cognitive studies and modern cultural criticism to tease apart 

the ways in which the Eclogue models narrative debate. The Eclogue models and 

valorizes a particularly difficult, cognitively expensive form of embodied narrative 

rhetoric. The second chapter links techniques modeled in the Latin classroom to 

vernacular composition. There, I show how the Roman d’Enéas, a twelfth-century 

romance, scandalously adapts techniques found in the Eclogue to create transgressive 

textual desires in its readers. The final two chapters examine vernacular works possessing 

notable affinities both with the Eclogue and with medieval psychological and 

physiological theories: the anonymous thirteenth-century English Owl and the 

                                                
1 While I choose to follow B. N. Quinn and the majority of the works commentary tradition in spelling 

the author’s name Theodolus rather than Theodulus, the latter spelling has been emphasized in most 

modern criticism. Further muddying the waters, many medieval commentaries refer to the poem as a 

collection of three eclogues rather than one. I have maintained the singular designation, but the division of 

the work into three eclogues partially informs my argument in Chapter 3. 
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Nightingale and Chaucer’s fourteenth-century House of Fame.2 These texts demonstrate 

that medieval authors not only adopted psychologically powerful techniques from the 

classroom, but also theorized problems inherent in the complicated and often troubling 

relationship between intellectual discourse and the frail capacities of human bodies. 

In the Eclogue, three characters meet in the exotic land of Ethiopia: Pseustis, an 

Athenian-born boy whose name means “falsehood;” Alathia,3 a pre-Christian Jewish girl 

whose name means “truth;” and Phronesis, another young girl whose name means 

“wisdom.” Pseustis challenges Alathia to a poetry contest, wagering his harp against her 

pipe. Alathia accepts after being assured that Phronesis will provide an impartial 

judgment. The majority of the text consists of their debate, which occurs in 37 8-line 

rounds. In each of these exchanges, Pseustis narrates an event from classical mythology 

in four lines of internally rhyming hexameter, while Alathia responds in kind with a story 

from the Hebrew Scriptures.4 Ultimately, Pseustis yields and Phronesis provides a short 

epilogue.5 

                                                
2 The date of composition of the Owl and the Nightingale remains debated. For further discussion, see 

chapter 2. 

3 Alathia’s name is often spelled in a number of different ways; for a discussion, see B. N. Quinn 383. 

4 Even in terms of story selection, Alathia quickly demonstrates her superiority. While Pseustis’s tales, 

which initiate each round, are drawn more or less at random from Classical mythology, Alathia’s stories 

progress in Biblical order from the creation of the world in Genesis to the end of the Old Testament. 

5 In later manuscripts, however, Alathia is given an additional concluding speech, in which she thanks 

God for her victory. 
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The Eclogue was composed in the ninth or tenth century, but it first gained 

widespread popularity in the twelfth, and maintained its canonical status well into the 

print era.6 Its earliest surviving manuscripts demonstrate a relatively wide geographic 

dispersal; tenth and eleventh-century manuscripts can be found in modern-day England, 

Holland, Austria, and Switzerland.7 Late in the eleventh century, the popularity of the 

Eclogue increased, and Bernard of Utrecht wrote its first major commentary. The first 

clear indication of the Eclogue’s place in the Latin educational canon, however, comes 

from Conrad of Hirsau’s Dialogus super auctores, published in the first half of the 

twelfth century.8 While Conrad does not, as later scholars will, place the Eclogue of 

Theodolus among the “beginners’ reading” of “Donatus, Cato, Aesop, and Avianus” 

                                                
6
 For a list of print commentaries, see B. N. Quinn. For an account of the long influence of the Eclogue in 

Scotland, see Ayers. 

7 For lists of the poem’s manuscripts, cf. Osternacher Theoduli & "Die Ueberlieferung." Two other 

sources, B. N. Quinn, and Westra, include some further manuscripts in their survey of commentaries of the 

Eclogue, though their survey excludes unglossed manuscripts. Osternacher describes manuscripts 42, 63, 

68, and 77 in “Die Ueberlieferung” as being from the tenth or eleventh centuries, and manuscript number 6 

as being from the eleventh to twelfth. This survey similarly found at least 14 twelfth-century manuscripts 

(20, 24, 27, 29 38, 58, 70, 76, 99, 100, 101, 105, 108, and 159) in modern-day Denmark, England, France, 

and Germany. It is worth noting, however, that while Osternacher’s second list is the largest collection of 

manuscripts compiled to date, it is far from exhaustive.  

8 For a fuller discussion of this document, see Whitbread. The work itself has been edited in Huygens. 
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(Minnis and Scott 37),9 he does emphasize its ability to provide “a grounding in 

wholesome Christian poetry” (38). Alexander Neckham describes the poem’s more 

standard use in the medieval classroom; he lists a Latin grammar by Donatus, the 

Distichs of Cato, and the Eclogue of Theodolus as works necessary to prepare students 

for the literal reading of satirists and historians.10   

The religious utility of the work was the first feature to be noted among modern 

critics. Ernst Robert Curtius follows many medieval introductions in positing that the 

poem was “eminently suited to teach, and at the same time detoxicate, pagan literature” 

(261). More recent critics, however, have placed at least an equal emphasis on the poem’s 

secular utility. Woods and Copeland describe Theodolus and its companion works as “the 

most important texts for understanding how medieval writers were taught to think of the 

composition process” (381). Similarly, Vincent Gillespie describes the Eclogue as the 

first text “offering controlled but genuine opportunities for interpretation” of a literary 

text (155). The poem may have gained popularity due to its ability to counter the 

                                                
9 Tony Hunt, however, does note some early manuscript presence suggesting the poem’s pedagogical use 

prior to the twelfth century, noting that manuscripts from the tenth century that were intended “for school 

use” and contained other works used in early Latin education (67).  

10 For the full text of Neckham’s discussion, see Haskins. Rita Copeland notes in this list and in the later 

Sex auctores a particular association between childhood pedagogies and “literalist glossing,” though this 

literal sense included “such matters as the grammatical, narrative, and historical sense of the text, 

behavioral reinforcement, rhetorical technique, and mythographical information.” (Pedagogy 80).  

For a longer discussion of the Eclogue’s place in medieval education, see (Thomson and Perraud 110-

26).  
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paganism of the classical tradition, but it also served a crucial role in developing 

students’ abilities in composition and literary criticism.  

Further evidence of the work’s pedagogical use comes from its presence in two 

classroom anthologies that circulated throughout the Middle Ages: the early thirteenth-

century Book of Cato (Liber Catonianus, also known as the Sex auctores), and its later, 

more straight-laced descendent, the Auctores octo.11 Both of these works appear to have 

been used for intermediate Latin instruction. Basic reading knowledge of Latin would be 

assumed, although many glosses seem designed (among other things) to help students or 

teachers to understand or explain the harder bits.12 Indeed, both anthologies offered a 

gradual increase in difficulty; the Eclogue of Theodolus was the second entry in each 

collection, with its four-line narratives following the two-line segments in the Distichs of 

Cato. As Marjorie Curry Woods observes, this organization made the segments “easy for 

                                                
11 The primary difference between the two anthologies is of a religious nature. Each of the works found 

in the Liber Catonianus, with the exception of the Eclogue of Theodolus, is classical and pagan, while 

every one of the Auctores octo, with the exception of the highly moral Distichs of Cato found in both 

anthologies, is Christian. For a discussion of the anthologies’ general use and nature, cf. Hannah et al. esp. 

369-83, Woods and Copeland esp. 378-89, Hamilton "Mediaeval," and Hobbs. For a discussion of the Latin 

manuscript situation within which the Eclogues circulated, cf. Rigg "Anthologies” and “Medieval Latin” I-

IV.  

12 Cf. Thomson and Perraud 114-24. For a full discussion of the difficulties involved in tracing these 

glossed manuscripts to the medieval schoolroom, cf. Wieland "Glossed" and "Interpreting.” 
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students to memorize, discuss, and imitate in composition exercises” ("Teaching" 126).13 

Because of their simplicity, it is likely that that these works were used as a model for 

prose exercises.14 Yet even students who studied (and probably memorized) the Eclogue 

without immediately emulating it might keep its poetry in mind when composing later 

works. 

Cognitive Theory and Medieval Embodiment 
From its frame narrative (in which three children seek shelter from the sweltering 

Ethiopian sun) to its closing arguments (in which Pseustis becomes increasingly 

antifeminist as he realizes that he is on the losing side of the argument), the Eclogue of 

Theodolus pays a great deal of attention to the bodily realities that underwrite its central 

debate. Analysis of the poem therefore benefits from a careful consideration of the ways 

in which bodies and language interact. This dissertation charts the relationship between 

bodies and language in two ways. First, particularly in the first two chapters, I draw upon 

modern cognitive linguistics and neuroscience to chart how the Eclogue exploited 

capacities of the human brain to metaphorize bodily sensations. Notably, it is not 

                                                
13 As Cook points out, the formal properties of the Eclogue provide two levels of support to students; its 

form “restrict[s] syntactic complexity to a level that is for the most part manageable for intermediate 

students but still challenging at times,” while its introduction of breaks after increasingly small groups of 

exchanges encourages students to push through to the end (189). 

14 John of Salisbury describes one such teaching exercise, in which Bernard of Chartres is able to 

“explain the poets and orators who were to serve as models for the boys in their introductory exercises in 

imitating prose and poetry” (Copeland and Sluiter 506). 
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Alathia’s use of these capacities (since all texts rely on these cognitive abilities) but her 

revision of expected spatial associations that sets her apart from Pseustis. In a move 

similar to that of medieval allegoresis, she repeatedly revises standard narrative and 

spatial patterns presented by Pseustis, demonstrating a remarkable ability to read and 

write otherwise.  

Nor was the Eclogue’s counterintuitive use (and modification) of the brain’s 

capacities for thought the only way in which medieval texts engaged with questions of 

the relationship between bodily experience and cognition. After the rise to prominence of 

Neo-Aristotelian thought in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries, medieval 

scholars and authors themselves became concerned with many of the same issues that 

plague modern cognitive scientists and philosophers today.15 Chapters three and four, 

therefore, examine the way medieval vernacular compositions echo late-medieval debates 

about how minds processed the world, even as they draw upon techniques already 

practiced in the Eclogue of Theodolus. 

Within the last two decades, literary criticism has established a profitable 

engagement with that which modern science has to tell us about “the natural capacities 

                                                
15 Early medieval (and classical) theorists were not lacking in theories of human cognition. As Paula 

Leverage writes, “the questions addressed by modern cognitive enquiry, and to some extent the answers to 

those questions, are reflected in the “cognitive science” of the works of Aristotle, Macrobius, Boethius, 

Nemesius and Tertullian, and in the later works of Thomas Aquinas, Duns Scotus, and William of 

Ockham” (14). However, with these later Neo-Aristotelian works human psychology became a far more 

fraught and energized field of study. 



  

 8 

and constraints of the human brain” (Tsur 64). The field of cognitive literary cultural 

studies has already profitably engaged with literary criticism. Recent discoveries have 

informed literary considerations ranging from readers’ abilities to “mind read” fictional 

characters to the mind’s ability to process imaginary and real visual images, and from the 

neuroscience of aesthetic experience to the ways a brain could process multiple word-

meanings in Shakespeare’s time.16 Therefore, as Jane Chance writes, “it is surprising that 

few … medievalists have grasped the potential importance of a cognitive theoretical and 

neuroscientific approach to the late Middle Ages” ("Cognitive" 251).17 Such a framework 

is essential both as a part of the process of integrating scientific discoveries with 

humanistic discourse, and as a way of understanding issues of affect and intellectual 

processing as exhibited in medieval behavior. 

As Chance’s survey makes clear, neuroscientific approaches may root themselves 

in pan-species peculiarities of biological architecture, but their insights need not fall prey 

                                                
16 See, respectively, Zunshine Why, Scarry, Starr, and M. T. Crane. Cf. Herman. 

17 However, for one discussion of the ways recent medieval criticism is embracing the promise (and 

dangers) of the cognitive sciences, cf. Fradenburg “Going Mental.” Moreover, a number of critics have 

begun to discuss modern neuroscience, especially in its rejection of Cartesian duality, as a partial return to 

medieval intuitions. Mayumi Taguchi thus praises medieval practices of mirroring Christ’s actions as 

recognizing our mirror-neuron capacities, despite the fact that “modern science has distanced us from this 

fact for a long time” (324). Similarly, Mary Carruthers and Yadin Dudai argue that neuroscience can help 

to “revitalize the intuition and insight of scholars [from the Middle Ages] who didn’t have powerful tools 

such as functional magnetic resonance imaging, and yet still wisely contemplated the global picture of the 

human mind,” since those intuitions are “relevant to neuroscience today” (567). 
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to a reductively universalist view of human cognition and can aid our ability to 

understand the ways in which human brains are culturally different. After all, as Lisa 

Zunshine writes, “there is a huge difference between saying that we may have numerous 

evolved cognitive predispositions that are indeed ‘inherent’ and automatically assuming, 

as we often do, that the instantiation of these dispositions somehow defines, delimits, and 

predicts actual-world outcomes” (Strange 22). Indeed, modern research on the biological 

foundations of human cognition can help us to better understand how past or foreign 

societies mold individuals into historically differentiated subjects. The limitations and 

propensities of the human brain can provide scholarship with  “a way of tracing in the 

text the interactions between culture, language, and cognition” (31). As L.O. Aranye 

Fradenberg argues, therefore, recent discoveries in neuroscience “should inspire us to ask 

new (or at least renewed) questions about how literary traditions are made and evaluated” 

("Living Chaucer" 43). 

Of particular interest to literary scholars, and crucial to this dissertation, is the 

cluster of fields known as “embodied cognition.” In its broadest sense, the embodied turn 

in cognitive psychology insists that bodily experience structures thought in a way that 

sets organic cognition apart from the sort of representational logic that runs computers. 

Challenging the previously dominant “computational view of thought, which sees 

thinking as the manipulation of an internal representation (‘mental model’) of an external 

domain,” analogous to a “machine that can execute programs written in it” (E. Hunt 604), 

embodied cognition insists that there is something inherently fleshy about human minds. 

Even our most abstract considerations of the world draw upon bodily sensations, which in 
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turn give shape and texture to our thoughts. An increasingly large number of cognitive 

scientists insist, in fact, that symbolic meaning processing has never been the primary 

function of human cognition. As Ezequiel Di Paolo et. al argue, “Natural cognitive 

systems are simply not in the business of accessing their world in order to build accurate 

pictures of it. They participate in the generation of meaning through their bodies and 

action often engaging in transformational and not merely informational interactions; they 

enact a world” (39). Such a perspective may seem unsurprising in its general outline to 

many literary critics. However, in their details, scientific theories about cognition hold 

much potential for literary studies. 

Project Overview 
 

The first chapter draws heavily upon scientific studies of the ways “that the body 

creates higher-order concepts through perception and action” (Sheya and Smith 134). As 

George Lakoff famously argues, language is driven by images, experiences, and spatial 

motions, which are metaphorically transformed into language yet retain much of their 

association with basic biological experience. In the Eclogue of Theodolus, Alathia is 

consistently able to reflect the vivid images and motions contained within Pseustis’s 

texts, which she often modifies or even reverses in her own stories. Notably, her 

transformations often turn Pseustis’s intuitive use of motions and images in a more 

cognitively difficult direction, demonstrating her ability to practice an advanced form of 

narrative rhetoric. Thus, while the use of images in the Eclogue demonstrates a 

remarkable sensitivity to the ways narratives can act on a human brain, its valorization of 
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Alathia’s practice points towards a pedagogy oriented towards strange and unexpected 

uses of our narrative toolbox. 

The chapter concludes with a discussion of Alathia as a model of cultural 

advancement through intellectual maturity. Like Theodolus, the poem’s fictional author, 

Alathia emerges from the provinces on the basis of her linguistic skills. Alathia’s double 

identity as a provincial Jew and a girl, however, receives a split treatment in the book. By 

the conclusion of the Eclogue, her references to the Gospels mark her as a Christian, in 

defiance of the work’s pre-Christian setting. Yet even as she abandons her Judaism, her 

triumph marks a vivid celebration of her gender. Indeed, her final metaphor impishly 

links composition to childbirth, implying that poetry is an inherently feminine activity. In 

the character of Alathia, then, may be seen both indications of the promise and limitations 

of personal betterment through literary study. 

The second chapter discusses the complex interaction of powerful emotional 

images and the texts that contain them. The central images considered are the funeral 

monuments of three characters from the twelfth-century Norman Roman d’Enéas: Dido, 

Pallas, and Camille. Each figure embodies a form of desire that must be cast away if 

Enéas is to establish the future Roman Empire (and, by extension, to lay the groundwork 

for the nation of France). Yet each figure also receives an elaborate funeral monument 

whose evocative play between fragile vulnerability and eternal grandeur testifies to 

powerful desires that run counter to those emphasized throughout the rest of the narrative.  

Drawing on neuroscientific discussions of the constant and evolving links 

between mental images and emotional affect, this chapter argues for the importance of 
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images in establishing and potentially policing such patterns of desire. Moreover, 

discussions of similar passages in both Augustine’s Confessions and the Eclogue of 

Theodolus show a deep and abiding medieval awareness of the power of visualization, 

particularly of images of pre-Christian figures encountered in the Latin classroom. The 

presence of these images in the Roman d’Enéas thus testifies both to the continuity of this 

image tradition and to its unpredictable emergence in new contexts. 

The third chapter examines the interplay of animal and human cognition in the 

Owl and the Nightingale. This early Middle English poem, like the Eclogue of 

Theodolus, opens with an elaborate description of its protagonists’ physical locations in a 

vividly described natural environment. Both texts also share a deep and abiding 

appreciation for the ways in which a frame narrative can control a fictional debate, 

echoing interest in rhetoric grounded in personally important situations rather than 

abstract considerations of truth. Yet the Owl and the Nightingale is set apart from both 

the Eclogue and the English debate tradition by the sheer viciousness of its protagonists’ 

hatred for each other. The sights and sounds the birds bring to each other inspire them 

with enmity, and early words emerge only to give voice to their hatred.  

This depiction of passions, though unique within the bird debate tradition, is 

surprisingly congruent with considerations of the effects of sight on animal souls 

popularized by the Arab Neo-Aristotelian philosopher Avicenna. When physical violence 

becomes an untenable means for the birds to destroy each other, they turn to language as 

a last resort, and turn out to be remarkably canny readers of human religious, legal, and 

even physiological discourse. At the same time, the birds are unable to follow Alathia and 
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align themselves with the intellectual systems they espouse. Instead, their arguments 

remain rooted in elaborations of a predetermined predator-prey dynamic, and their 

motivations echo Avicenna’s theories of nonhuman psychology. The resulting poem is 

therefore simultaneously a satire of intellectual discourse and an investigation of the 

disconcertingly small distance between animal psychology (as portrayed in newly-

dominant Aristotelian terms) and human discourse. 

The fourth chapter discusses Chaucer’s equivocal treatment of human capacities 

for knowledge in the House of Fame. This poem opens with an inconclusive review of 

competing medieval theories as to the physiological, social, and spiritual causes of 

dreams. Though this section opens and closes with a prayer that God (or the holy roode) 

“turne us every drem to goode,” (1, 58), its content performs the difficulty of scholastic 

investigation, ultimately concluding that “oure flessh ne hath no myght / To understonde 

hyt [the nature of a dream] aryght” (49-50). The conclusion similarly depicts the frailty of 

human knowledge. The poem closes when a magnificent visual illustration of the 

untrustworthy nature of Fame and Rumor, whose grandiosity is not enough to hide their 

missing “man of gret auctority” (2158).  Indeed, the arbitrary nature of Fame is indicated 

by its treatment of The Eclogue of Theodolus; Pseustis, the inept Athenian poet, is 

immortalized along with his fellow inept pipers, while Alathia is omitted from memory 

entirely. 

The House of Fame references the Eclogue only in order to mention Pseustis, the 

false pagan, yet its middle sections often draw rather on Alathia’s style, creating 

compelling revisions of previous images and thoughts. Two figures from the first two 
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books of House of Fame dramatize both the consequences of misjudgment and the ease 

of fraud. The central character of Book I is Dido, the Carthaginian queen whose death (in 

Chaucer’s rendition) is both recounted with great passion and shown to be the direct 

result of her inability to judge truth from falsehood. Yet if Dido, like the poem’s narrator, 

is epistemologically challenged, the poem provides its narrator with an Eagle who serves 

simultaneously as his guide and his hermeneutic foil. This Eagle uses a brilliant, clear-

cut, and effective imagistic rhetoric to deceive his readers and gain acceptance for his 

half-baked theories. Drawing upon this tension, Chaucer establishes his own authorial 

voice precisely as the poet of inconclusiveness, providing a multidimensional portrait of 

the uncertainty of all intellectual investigations. If the Eagle plays elegantly on Alathia’s 

visual rhetoric, the poem ultimately presents a reader who is incapable of adopting her 

presumption of truth.  
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SECTION I: MEDIEVAL PEDAGOGY AND EMBODIED 
COGNITION 

 

Chapter 1: Embodied Spatial Poetics and Intellectual Maturity in the 
Eclogue of Theodolus 

Introduction: Aethiopum terras 
“In Ethiopian lands (Aethiopum terras):” the first two words of the Eclogue of 

Theodolus18 strike the modern reader as being remarkably dissonant with the description 

offered by so many of its medieval introductions. Prologues to the text promise an 

allegory of the triumph of Christian truth (embodied by a young pre-Christian Jewess 

named Alathia) over pagan falsehood (an arrogant Greek boy named Pseustis.) Yet the 

reader is offered first a 36-line frame narrative depicting the physical environment, the 

characters, their locations relative to a tree-lined river, and even their psychological 

states. Pseustis, for instance, responds to the sound of Alathia’s beautiful singing with a 

“bile of anxiety (felle doloris)” that drives him to challenge her to a poetry contest (14); 

Alathia replies that her she is bitten by one wound (vulnere mordeor): her conviction that 

Pseustis would never recognize his inevitable defeat.  

                                                
18 All Latin quotations come from Casaretto. The commentary by Bernard of Utrecht is reproduced from 

Jacobs. Translations of the Eclogue are drawn from Herren, except where otherwise noted. Translation of 

Bernard’s commentary are my own. For other translations, cf. Pepin and Cook. For other editions, cf. 

Osternacher Theoduli and R. P. H. Green, as well as the introduction and brief commentary in Huygens. 
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Pseustis offers stories about Greco-Roman gods and heroes, while Alathia 

recounts parallel scenes from the Hebrew Scriptures. Despite the theological ideas behind 

their narratives, the frame narrative has a childlike atmosphere. Even Phronesis, a girl 

whose name means “wisdom” and whom the two contestants elect as an impromptu 

poetry judge, is notable for her youth. As she puts it, “even though both of my parents 

bade me to hasten home as soon as my flock is watered—nor do I doubt that if I tarry 

even a little bit I shall be punished—I shall make bold and accept the pleasure of such a 

contest (Adquato me grege quamvis, accelerare domum iussisset uterque parentum / Nec 

dubitem poenas, si quicquam tardo, paratas, / Laeta feram talis praesumens gaudia litis)” 

(30-3).19 These words are not the speech of a mature citizen, ready to judge theological 

arguments, but of a child who loves language.  

The portrait of children jars with earlier conceptions of the Middle Ages as a 

period devoid of any “idea of childhood” (Ariès 128). More recent scholars, however, 

have unearthed a multitude of ways in which the Middle Ages eagerly recognized 

childhood as a distinct category of existence,20 and the poem’s young protagonists 

parallel those found in other works studied by children during the period.21 It is perhaps 

no coincidence that this rare text featuring children engaged in sophisticated debate 

                                                
19 Phronesis’s age, however, is a slightly confused issue in the poem. Immediately before uttering these 

words she is introduced as “mother Phronesis (mater Fronesis)” (30). 

20 Cf. Heywood, Hanawalt, Koops, Orme, and Lerer Children's. 

21 Young Achilles (the hero of Statius’s Achillead), Tobias, and Proserpine all provided students of 

medieval pedagogical anthologies with young protagonists. 
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became one of the most beloved texts used to teach advanced Latin grammar and 

rudimentary literary criticism during the Middle Ages. 

The work’s focus on childhood also testifies to an interest in the complex 

relationship between lived experience (even that of children) and language (even when 

found in a seemingly abstract debate). Pseustis, Alathia, and Phronesis each have 

explicitly stated motivations to join in the poetry contest, most of which are unrelated to 

the theme of a clash between Christian truth and pagan falsehood. Moreover, as this 

dissertation will demonstrate, the protagonists’ motivations, their emotions, and even 

their physical environment become, in turns, the subject of debate. There is no hard and 

fast delineation between the world of the debate and the world of its frame narrative; 

instead, the two are commingled from the very first lines. 

Within the poetry contest, Alathia’s stories always echo those of Pseustis, but the 

thread that ties their quatrains together is not always obvious to modern readers.22 Often, 

the feature linking the two passages is a key image that Pseustis describes and Alathia 

echoes. In Round 7, for instance, a visual parallel denotes a narrative correspondence, to 

the point where Alathia’s account seems like a mere repetition of Pseustis’s. Just as in the 

Greek legend in which humanity rose up against the gods and, in its revolt, “mountain 

was heaped upon mountain (mons cumulat montem)” (87), so too Alathia describes the 

soaring tower of Babel as being located “on the highest height (summa … in arce)” (89, 

translation mine). Other parallels can be obscure yet rely on readers’ memories of vivid 
                                                

22 Each of these rounds, along with a speculative indication of the connection between them, is listed in 

the appendix. 
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details from the Bible. In Round 13, Alathia answers the story of Cadmus’s invention of 

language with the story of Moses’s triumph over Pharaoh’s sorcerers. Pseustis’s account 

ends when Cadmus narrowly escapes; ingeniously, he lied and “hissed that he too was a 

dragon (sibilat esse draconem)” (136). Alathia’s story opens when Moses “drove out the 

magical arts (magicas everterat artes)” (137), a scene whose connection to Pseustis is left 

oblique. However, if one recalls that Moses’s triumph against the magicians involves his 

ability to summon a snake that devours the magicians’ snakes, Alathia’s unsubtle 

theological argument becomes far clearer. Where the pagan Cadmus pretends to undergo 

a serpentine transformation, Moses (backed by God) creates a masterful metamorphosis.  

Even when making theological arguments, however, the poem is capable of 

folding back on itself and reminding readers of the physical circumstances of its debate. 

Round 17 provides one example of this phenomenon. The two narratives seem to 

introduce a clear-cut, visually-oriented opposition. Pseustis tells how Phoebe extended 

the night “so that Jupiter could be able to [be in] Amphitryon’s marriage-bed (Sufficeret 

thalamis ut Iuppiter Amphitrionis) (165, translation adapted). Alathia, on the other hand, 

responds with a story in which the sun stood still so that the forces of God under the 

command of Joshua could obtain complete victory. So far, the contrast between paganism 

(loving darkness, where gods cuckold mortals) and Christianity (loving the daylight, 

where the forces of God defeat their foes) seems clear enough.23 Yet the passage is 
                                                

23 Oppositional uses of images are common throughout and will be discussed later. However, it is worth 

noting here that not all circumstances in which Alathia opposes her images to Pseustis’s cut such a black 

and white distinction between good Alathia and bad Pseustis. For instance, in Round 25, both Pseustis and 
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echoed twice, in a somewhat different context, in Exchanges 27 and 35. There Pseustis 

prays for night to come (and bring an end to the miserable contest), while Alathia prays 

only that the day might last long enough for her to win victory. The early, metaphoric 

associations between Psuestis and darkness, or Alathia and light, are literalized; in the 

end, Pseustis simply wants darkness to force an end to the contest, while Alathia’s desire 

for the light becomes a literal desire for an extended day. Similarly, where in Round 11 

Alathia praises Jacob who fought with angels and “did not know how to yield (cedere 

nescit) (122), Pseustis will claim, in Exchanges 33 and 35, that Alathia “knows not how 

to yield (nescit cedere)” (296, 312). Abstract claims are literally embodied and made a 

part of how the characters interact with their environments. Alathia’s praise for a Biblical 

figure who does not yield when wrestling with angels results in her becoming a person 

who will not yield a poetry contest. 

Such a focus on the interaction between lived experience and literary experience 

invites criticism that considers the mutually reinforcing roles of (on the one hand) 

cognition in shaping our most basic experiences and (on the other hand) experiences in 

giving form to cognition. Indeed, it is precisely this role of experience in our brains’ 

thought patterns that Jane Chance locates as the closest point of contact between modern 

neuroscience and medieval practice. As she puts it, modern discussions of embodiment 

                                                
Alathia describe foliage that is used as an aid to memory. While Pseustis sings of the laurel as an indicator 

of Pelops’s glory while establishing the Olympic games, Alathia describes a tree on Megiddo as a memorial 

by which people “mourn the fate of Josiah (Casum Iosiae deflebant)” (233). Pseustis’s joyful foliage is 

turned, in Alathia’s account, into a cause for tears.  
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offer “not so much a rejection of medieval otherworldliness and abstraction but, within 

that very context, a reaffirmation of its insistent materialism and corporality as 

themselves cognitively instantiated and represented visually in its literature and art” 

("Cognitive" 258). Even as texts like the Eclogue reflect a specifically medieval way of 

considering human bodies and the texts they make, they open themselves to 

considerations that take into account modern cognitive discourse. 

This chapter will focus primarily on the poem’s descriptions of images and 

motions. Of particular usefulness in examining these phenomena are the cognitive 

linguistics of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson. According to this theory, language is not 

only built out of basic visual and kinesthetic experiences, but its gross organization 

remains structured by metaphorized motions, images, and other forms of experience. As 

Gallese and Lakoff write, “the sensory-motor system not only provides structure to 

conceptual content, but also characterizes the semantic content of concepts in terms of the 

way that we function with our bodies in the world” (456). Abstract concepts cannot exist 

in a vacuum of pure logic, but reflect a lifetime of experiences, which in turn shape the 

concepts they enable. As I intend to show, the Eclogue models intimate relationships 

between experience and language at multiple levels, and even uses Alathia’s superior 

manipulations of linguistic substructures to mark her rhetorical excellence, as well as that 

of Christian narrative rhetoric in general. In so doing, the work offers a new perspective 

on medieval mentalities in the making and the narrative rhetorical practice that intuitively 

exploited its readers’ embodied cognitive processes. 
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PART I: ALATHIA’S SPATIAL POETICS 

1A) Minds, Bodies, and Human Experience   
 Returning to the poem’s first lines, it becomes clear that the Eclogue not only 

presents characters with whom the adolescent student can identify, but also delineates the 

physical situation for its debate with remarkable clarity, providing its readers with a 

(literally) organic entry-point to the abstract debates it presents: 

The torrid summer now scorches Ethiopian lands, 
While the golden axis of the sun turns in the sign of Cancer. 
The shepherd called Pseustis, his body covered in a motley panther skin and 

his rigid cheeks inflated with a pipe,  
drives his she-goats beneath the shade of a linden tree. 
 
(Aethiopum terras iam fervida torruit aestas 
In Cancro solis dum volvitur aureus axis, 
Compeleratque suas tiliae sub amoena capellas  
Natus ab Athenis pastor cognomina Pseustis.) 
(1-4) 
 

Starting with geography, the opening moves carefully from Pseustis’s environment to 

Pseustis himself. The first two lines introduce not only the nation but also the climate: 

students’ initial experiences of the text probably involved a sense of empathy with the 

poor creatures feeling the hot summer sun as it scorches the earth.24 Pseustis himself is 

                                                
24 While I will discuss the neuroscience of empathy below, it bears keeping in mind the results of 

Suzanne Keen’s encyclopedic study on empathic responses to literature. Devoid of a community dedicated 

to the task of discussing the ethical implications of the work, empathy can be strongly active in a work of 

fiction and yet create no prosocial action. As she writes, “readers, which is to say living people, bring 

empathy to the novel, and they alone have the capacity to convert their emotional fusion with the denizens 

of make-believe worlds into actions on behalf of others,” although “they rarely decide to do so” (168). Thus 

while I argue that students probably did engage in “emotional fusion” with Pseustis, the real-world results 
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introduced in terms of his interactions with this environment (herding sheep beneath a 

nearby shelter). Only after this introduction is he given a birthplace, a cultural identity, 

and a name. His first emotional response will arrive ten lines later in reaction to the sound 

of Alathia’s song. The Eclogue of Theodolus thus presents its first character to the reader 

as a human being engaged in immediately recognizable actions, delaying his cultural 

identity until the rest of his circumstances are established.  

The way the poem introduces Pseustis is significant in light of embodied 

psychological studies. Humans instinctively react to the world in terms of other humans’ 

reactions. From the first moments of life, babies draw a line between human and 

nonhuman objects of perception. Consistent infant perceptual errors demonstrate that 

“humans are construed in terms of social and intentional actions, while inanimate objects 

are interpreted via a system sensitive to object physics” (Kuhlmeier, Bloom and Wynn 

102). This intentional focus, present from birth, orients us instinctively towards others. 

Within only minutes of being born, infants seek to emulate not just adults’ actions, but 

the perceived goals of their actions, suggesting that “the basic cut infants impose on the 

world of objects is . . . something closer to human acts versus other events” (Meltzoff and 

Moore 55-6, emphasis original). One particularly exciting (though still quite 

controversial) discussion began in 1990, when di Pellegrino et al. discovered a set of 

                                                
of that fusion are complex. Indeed, the text itself encourages readers ultimately to shift their loyalties to 

Alathia. 
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remarkable neural networks in monkeys.25 These “mirror neuron systems” (MNS) were 

motor pathways that fired both when monkeys engaged in action and when they observed 

other humans or monkeys engaging in such action. Mirror Neurons, or similar systems, 

have subsequently been shown to create in humans “automatically induced, motor 

representation” of the goals and techniques of individual actions that “corresponds to that 

which is spontaneously generated during active action” (Rizzolatti and Craighero 172, 

87). When humans (as well as many other classes of primates) see figures acting, they 

instinctively respond by running neural simulations of the actions in their head. 

In humans, this ability can be extended to include linguistic recreations of actions 

as well as direct observation. While monkeys responded to sights and sounds by 

simulating versions of them in their own brains, many researchers argue that humans can 

activate analogous systems via language. Thus, as Keysers, Thioux, and Gazzola point 

out, “when reading sentences, the premotor cortex becomes activated in a somatotopic 

fashion, with words like running, grasping, and chewing activating regions involved in 

                                                
25 See Pellegrino et al. Broader implications of these systems were expanded, as well as the term “Mirror 

Neuron Systems” used to describe them, in Gallese et al. However, it is useful to note that many of the 

discussions generated by the discovery of Mirror Neuron Systems are often imprecise and that human 

abilities to mirror others’ actions may not bear as close a relationship to monkey MNS as initially thought. 

As Antony D. Passaro writes, “when discussing mirror neurons outside of the domain of neuroscience, the 

emphasis ought to be on the associated behavior rather than on the unproven relationship between 

[behavioral associations and Mirror Neuron Systems]” (357). 
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executing actions with the foot, hand, and mouth, respectively” (250-1).26 This textual 

experience parallels direct observation, offering “a mandatory, pre-rational, non-

introspective process” in which the brain experiences the actions it observes (n.p.).27 

Medieval readers of the Eclogue would be no different. Then, as now, there would be a 

preconscious link between the text’s audience and its protagonists. To resist some form of 

co-feeling with the lone human figure might be a neurological impossibility.28 

If brute empathy opens the Eclogue, the work quickly becomes more 

empathetically complex. Indeed, if it was to become a useful pedagogical text, the 

                                                
26 For experimental confirmations of the relationship between verbal accounts and the activation of motor 

areas of the brain, cf. Aziz-Zadeh et al., Tettamanti et al., Haulk, Johnsrude and Pulvermüller, and 

Pulvermüller. Rutvik H. Desai et. al., however, provide an interesting complication. Metaphors relying on 

actions draw in part, but only in part, upon the same neural regions as the physical actions the metaphor is 

based on, and this action decreases as metaphors become familiarized. 

27 While studies on the neural basis for textual experience are still in their infancy, some results are 

particularly interesting for literary scholars. Scientists attempting to map areas of the brain used for self-

reflection found that it is activated both in autobiographical stories and in stories about Harry Potter, though 

not in stories about other people (including those with close personal relationships to the subject). The 

survey concludes that this aberration “might be due to some particular quality of Harry Potter, a fictional 

character depicted extensively in movies and books, since this pattern has not been observed in any other 

studies contrasting self- and social-knowledge retrieval (in which the other targets include friends, family 

members, or famous individuals like politicians)” and called for further study (Pfeifer, Dapretto and 

Lieberman 149). 

28 Such sensations need not be accurate, however. For a detailed discussion of the role of empathy in 

misreading others’ perspectives, see Keen 131-41. 
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Eclogue would need to do so. Since, as Johnson and Lakoff write, “understanding 

emerges from interaction, from constant negotiation with the environment and other 

people” (Metaphors 230),29 one would expect to find traces of this negotiation in texts 

used to provide students with the capacity for advanced literary rhetoric. As the Eclogue 

progresses and Pseustis and Alathia begin to engage with each other through poetry, the 

relationship between their bodily experience and textual production becomes increasingly 

complicated. In these transitions, however, the physical context of the poetic exchange is 

never entirely left behind.30 Nor does the poem ever cease its demonstration of the ways 

that language always works on our bodily experience.  

1B) Experience Repurposed: Metaphors of Argument 
Lakoff and Johnson’s version of cognitive linguistics provides a compelling 

account of the connection between human experience (whether immediate or textually 

                                                
29 Mark Johnson expands on this depiction: the mind is located not in the brain alone but rather in “a 

complex, multilevel, continually interactive process that involves all of the following: a brain, operating in 

and for a living, purposive body, in continued engagement with complex environments that are not just 

physical but social and cultural as well” (175). 

30 Though beyond the scope of this work, it is worth noting that Alathia’s simultaneous reliance on and 

(partial) transcendence of Pseustis’s more direct and commonsense “literalism” allies the Eclogue closely 

with the complex currents of medieval allegoresis, where literal meanings “had to serve as foundation for 

the figurative,” even as “the figurative had to depart from, or disengage from, the literal” (M. A. Johnson 

176).  
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mediated) and language.31 They describe how even complex forms language and cultural 

attributes may emerge from the brain’s ability to process bodily experience.32 The key to 

this perspective on learning and reason (and indeed, possibly the key to language itself) is 

a concept central as well to medieval linguistics—translatio, or metaphor. 

For Lakoff and Johnson, human language and culture constantly transform 

“interactional” properties of the world-as-experienced into mobile abstractions capable of 

structuring our existence. The necessary activation of previous experiences in the process 

of reading metaphors cannot be overemphasized. Taking the most extreme form of their 

own theory, they assert that “no metaphor can ever be comprehended or even adequately 

represented independently of its experiential basis” (Metaphors 19). All language, then, 

relies on a neural substrate of metaphorized experience that constantly guides and 

characterizes the content of language itself.  

Lakoff and Johnson’s “strong” theory of embodied cognition remains plausible 

yet unproven. However, there exists a great amount of evidence supporting the less 

extreme assertion that metaphoric appropriations of embodied experience are nearly 

                                                
31 Cf. Gallese "Before" and Gallese and Lakoff. For a philosophical treatment of the subject, cf. Lakoff 

and Johnson Philosophy and M. Johnson.  

32 This revelation, incidentally, “anticipated discoveries in primate neuroscience just a few years later” 

(Gallese and Wojciehowski n.p.) and has received much cross-disciplinary confirmation in the time since 

its original expression. Nonetheless, the degree to which simulated experiences underwrite language is 

currently debated. For a dissenting opinion, cf. Adolphs or (to a moderate degree) Desai et al. For an 

overview of the debate about the cultural implications of embodied cognition, see Spaulding. 
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ubiquitous in human thought and language. As Mark Turner puts it, “our understanding 

of spatial and bodily stories is so rich, and our powers of parable so developed, that 

imagination can project spatial and bodily stories at will to any point of the conceptual 

compass” (Literary 51). Thus, embodied experience underwrites many of our most 

cherished ways of dealing with abstract concepts, and its use is at least one of the crucial 

cognitive abilities underwriting human language. 

With this in mind, it is useful to examine Alathia’s initial response to Pseustis. 

After Pseustis challenges Alathia to a poetry contest and wagers his pipe against her harp, 

she objects to his proposal as follows: 

Neither do your words move me, nor your rewards entice  
me, because I am gnawed by a single care:  
However things turn out, if you are beaten,  
you will not admit that I won, unless a witness be present for the entire time.  
 
(Nec dicta movent nec praemia mulcent  
Me tua nunc adeo, quia vulneria mordeor uno 
Quo res cumque cadit, testis nisi sedulus assit, 
Si civtus fueris, non me civisse fateris.) 
(20-3) 

 

The casual reader (either medieval or modern) is likely to take this as a straightforward or 

literal account of Alathia’s feelings. Such a reader would be entirely in the right, of 

course; Alathia’s words are clear and unambiguous. Yet note that a wealth of 

experientially-based, non-literal and non-propositional information is present in her 

utterance. In the first two lines alone, Alathia uses verbs for movement (movent, “they 
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move”), sensual contact (mulcent, “entice”),33 and violence (mordeor, “I am gnawed”). 

All of these words have explicit ties to her body and may activate inhibited forms of the 

same neural pathways as being forcibly moved, drawn out of place with caresses, or 

bitten. Significantly, such reactions are preconscious in nature, preceding and informing 

rather than following conscious evaluations of the text. 

For Alathia, the link between bodily experience and language exists, but it is 

flexible and often divorced from her immediate physical context. The metaphorical 

elements of her language become particularly clear if her speech is compared to the 

description of Pseustis’s reactions that immediately precedes her boast. There, Pseustis 

stands in a physical place that is unassailable or tutus (“secure”)—a high hill from which 

he can look down upon Alathia. Alathia replaces his physical tutus with rhetorical solid 

ground, boasting that she is immobile in the face of Pseustis’s words (“nec dicta movent 

… me” (20-1)). From the beginning, Pseustis is stuck with a mindless, almost 

ridiculously literal understanding of how he can obtain security, while Alathia fluently 

metaphorizes things that for Pseustis are physical.  

One must not, however, overstate the universality of the work’s use of bodily 

sensations. Even as each character’s language is grounded in experience, the characters’ 

experiences themselves are neither received nor abstracted in an ideological vacuum. In 

the example above, Alathia and Pseustis do not merely share the commonality of 

                                                
33 While I translate mulcent above as “entice,” the Oxford Latin Dictionary offers “touch lightly, stroke, 

caress” as the word’s primary definition. These embodied resonances would likely affect the brain of a 

Latin-speaking reader in a way that “tempt” does not.  
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experienced bodily resistance to external stimuli. They also structure their use of 

embodied experience in terms of what Lakoff and Johnson call “structural metaphors” 

that tend to be congruent (though not precisely consistent) in their application across both 

a given culture and its subcultures.34 Alathia, for instance, draws upon their two cultures’ 

shared linkage of rhetoric with seduction when she depicts Pseustis’s words as an 

enticing caress. Similarly, a number of the terms linking debate to violence draw on 

another systemic metaphor they share, “RATIONAL ARGUMENT IS WAR”.35 Such 

metaphoric systems are cultural constructions that can vary across times and places, yet 

these associations’ use of bodily experiences makes them particularly durable. The links 

tying rhetoric to seduction and argumentation to war, for instance, are virtually 

unchanged despite centuries of cultural evolution. Other structural metaphors may be 

unique to medieval culture, such as the pervasive medieval schema of “integumental” 

hermeneutics in which the relationship between a nut’s skin and its life-giving fruit is 

mapped onto the relationship between words and their inner core of meaning.  

                                                
34 Here and elsewhere, I follow Lakoff and Johnson’s convention of representing deeply entrenched 

conceptual metaphors in all-capital type. Lakoff and Johnson depict one vivid example of structural 

metaphors through their discussion of Trappist monks and their paradoxical relationship to deep-seated 

European cultural metaphors in Metaphors 23-4. There, they show that even the anti-materialist praise of 

poverty embraced by Trappist monks was nonetheless explained in terms of the MORE IS BETTER 

structural principle. 

35 For capitalization, see previous note. For further discussion, cf. Lakoff and Johnson Metaphors 61-8. 
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While the Eclogue does prove valuable in revealing certain structural metaphors 

underlying medieval culture and literary production, its most surprising feature is a 

consistent modeling of rhetoric’s ability to re-write (or at least suspend) the normal 

functioning of metaphorized experience. Alathia, through the course of her arguments, 

becomes notable precisely for her ability to reject common-sense uses of bodily 

experiences. If, as Lakoff and Johnson suggest, certain bodily associations are 

fundamental to languaged thought and result from our basic biological development, 

Alathia’s rhetoric works to re-define and at times to reject intuitive bodily metaphors The 

most interesting aspect of the Eclogue, then, may be its ability to teach students to 

manage carefully their use and deployment of embodied metaphors, since this ability 

represents Alathia at her most compelling and rhetorically active. 

1C) Embodiment and Spatiality in the Eclogue of Theodolus 
Both Pseustis and Alathia commonly draw on bodily experiences shared among 

all humans, particularly relying on parallels in imagined perception to link Pseustis’s 

quatrains to Alathia’s. As I have discussed above, parallel images or motions connect 

many of the tales, although it is worth noting that such connections often gave previous 

scholars pause. Patrick Cook, for instance, notes that “[f]ew readers would be puzzled as 

to why Alathia answers Cecrops’s founding of sacrifice with the Cain and Abel story, or 

Deucalion’s flood with Noah’s,” yet expresses puzzlement when, for instance, “the 

snatching of Ganymede” is compared “with Noah’s faithless raven and faithful dove” 

(190). As I will show below, this and other scenes not only rely on visual and motional 

connections, but also use imagined figures and motions to make complex arguments. 
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One example of Alathia’s use of space and motion to connect her tale to 

Pseustis’s and bolster her argument occurs in Round 23. Pseustis starts with a story of 

heroism, wherein a hero slays the Gorgon and Bellerophon obtains the Pegasus. Alathia 

responds with the story of the Old Testament Prophet Elijah, who encounters opposition 

from the infamous princess Jezebel before ascending to Heaven: 

PSEUSTIS: At the sight of the Gorgon a mortal is transformed, 
since those who behold her become rigid like stones.  
After the monster was slain through Athena’s trick, Bellerophon  
combed the feathers of his horse and launched himself into the air. 
 
ALATHIA: Jezebel hindered Elias’s flight from the earth  
when the fiery chariot appeared, pulled in different ways by the horses.  
But the flaming chariot came and lifted up the prophet;  
the spirit of the heir (Eliseus) is made double through the love of the mentor. 
 
(PSEUSTIS: Gorgonis effigie mortalis vertitur ide, 
Nam qui viderunt, lapides quasi diriguerunt. 
Bellerofon monstro cum Palladis arte perempto 
Commit equi pennas et se dimittit in auras. 
 
ALATHIA: Effugium terrae Iezabel obstruxit Heliae, 
Cum distractus equis apparuit igneus axis; 
Flammea, quae venit, vatem quadriga levavit, 
Spiritus heredi geminatur amore magistri.) 
(213-20) 
 

The exact nature of Pseustis’s narrative is somewhat obscure and received two 

contradictory interpretations throughout the Middle Ages. Early medieval commentaries 

seem to view Pseustis as telling two stories (Perseus and the Gorgon, then Bellerophon 

and the Pegasus). Later commentaries—along with much medieval mythography—
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conflate the two figures, crediting Bellerophon with both heroes’ deeds.36 In any case, 

neither understanding of Pseustis’s narrative shares many narrative elements with 

Alathia’s account. Pseustis presents a hero (or two) who slays a monster and escapes via 

Pegasus; Alathia describes a prophet raised to Heaven via a flaming chariot while his 

successor remains on Earth. Certainly this exchange of narratives does not offer the same 

parallel correspondences as are present in some of the other exchanges, such as 

comparisons between Hercules and Samson (Round 18), or dueling accounts of divinely 

provided sustenance (Round 22).  

Yet there are two threads that tie the quatrains together: images and motion. A 

female threat (either Jezebel or the Gorgon) is encountered. Said threat is overcome. The 

hero (or heroes) escapes via flight: one “launches himself into the air (se dimittit in 

auras),” the other is lifted up (“levavit”). There may not be much in the way of verbal or 

narrative parallels here, but the key motions of the two passages are closely parallel. The 

passages are thus linked through flight—specifically, through images of flying horses. 

 Indeed, students encountering the Eclogue of Theodolus through the lens of either 

understanding of Pseustis’s story would find, in Alathia, both a closer connection 

between two heroes and a clearer differentiation of their roles. If readers take Pseustis’s 

story as presenting two heroes, they then would read Alathia’s two prophets as her 

deliberate parallel to Pseustis’s account. Further, while Pseustis’s two heroes seem to 

                                                
36 It is possible that the ambiguous phrasing of the Eclogue was the cause of this elision, since the 

Eclogue appears to be “the earliest known example of the Perseus-Bellerophon equation and the Perseus-

on-Pegasus motif” (Steadman 387).  
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have no particular reason to be thrown together, Alathia’s prophets have a clearly defined 

relationship with each other: one is the heredi or heir, the other his magister or teacher. 

If, instead, readers have in mind the other medieval interpretation of Pseustis’s passage, 

then Alathia is countering the depiction of one hero’s actions. In that case, she 

characteristically doubles the core of Pseustis’s account. With two “heroes,” rather than 

only one, she can send one gloriously to heaven, while still leaving his successor on earth 

to carry on his earthly labors. Perhaps the most literal and effective use Alathia makes of 

mental images, however, is her transformation of Bellerophon’s Pegasus to a chariot 

drawn by multiple horses, a move in which she literally multiplies the triumphant 

conclusion of Pseustis’s account. If the pagans send one man soaring on a horse into 

Heaven, Alathia’s Christian story provides a horde of flying horses; if Pseustis has one 

ending for his heroes, Alathia provides two. 

One may object (quite reasonably) that the number of horses heading heavenward 

ought to have nothing to do with the truth-value of one’s religion. Yet from an embodied 

cognitive perspective, the transformations of these images cannot but have an effect on 

the work’s readers. Alathia creates the superior effect, at least in terms of the enduring 

category MORE IS BETTER. 

Alathia’s manipulations of spatial arrangements are often much more complex 

than this first example indicates. In Round 15, for instance, Alathia once more shows off 

her ability to double movements and spaces evoked in Pseustis’s narrative. Alathia is 

responding here to the story of Amphorae’s exceptionally vivid demise. Pseustis opens 

by addressing Amphiareus: “You suffer for a suborned wife (Uxoris stimulos luis)” 
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(149). The following line, similarly, emphasizes the wife’s guilt and covetousness. 

Alathia, cannily, focuses her response not on this antifeminist diatribe, but instead on 

Pseustis’s striking description of Amphiarus’s doom: “A cave appearing suddenly from 

deep Acheron engulfs you (Haurit te subitus specus ex Acheronte profundo).” 

Korah’s wretched fate warns him to obey his betters;  
hell receives him whom the dry earth devours.  
But God himself secretly buried Moses,  
granting it to no man to discover his tomb. 
 
(Fata Chorae miseri parere monent meliori: 
Accipit infernus, quem devorat arida tellus; 
Sed Deus occulte Moysen sepeliverat ipse 
Nec cuiquam hominum dedit indagare sepulchrum.) 
(153-6) 
 

Alathia develops and doubles Pseustis’s vivid image of a sinner being entombed. First, 

she plays it straight. She abridges (and revises) the Biblical account of Korah to 

emphasize its similarity to Pseustis’s image of a man swallowed by the earth.37 As in 

Pseustis’s account, a man is buried alive, thereby demonstrating the reality of divine 

judgment. “Hell receives the one whom the dry earth devours (Accipit infernus, quem 

devorat arida tellus),” she says, making explicit the small rhetorical distance, in both 

Hellenistic and Hebraic metaphorical systems, between the physical and moral 

experiences of falling downward. 

                                                
37 In Numbers 16, Korah himself is incinerated, and a divinely inspired earthquake swallows only his 

accomplices. In Alathia’s retelling, instead, Korah is buried. The result is a much clearer echo of Pseustis’s 

story. 
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Lakoff and Johnson’s consideration of spatial metaphors remind us that 

directional movement carries moral associations, and those moral associations themselves 

tend towards an “overall external systematicity” within a given culture and its subcultures 

(Metaphors 18). In our culture, as in Pseustis’s, “GOOD IS UP gives an UP orientation to 

general well-being, and this orientation is coherent with special cases like HAPPY IS UP, 

HEALTH IS UP, ALIVE IS UP, CONTROL IS UP” (ibid.). Such associations may vary 

among cultures, but both their congruence and their basis in physical experience appear 

to be distinctive properties of the human mind.38 We have already seen how Alathia 

echoes Pseustis’s use of the DOWN IS BAD metaphor. When she describes Korah’s 

body sinking down, it activates preconscious sensations associated with our systematic 

use of downward motion, just as her earlier use of a flight motif activates sensations 

associated with upward motion. In both cases, her rhetoric relies on deep-seated neural 

associations. Yet Alathia has a remarkable flexibility; she is able either to use or to revise 

inherited directional associations. 

An understanding of the neural basis of Alathia’s poetics also illuminates some of 

the most counterintuitive of Alathia’s rhetorical moves. Alathia does something that 

might seem surprising in light of Lakoff and Johnson’s theory of congruent spatial 

metaphors. While the image of Korah’s body sinking into the earth repeats the cognitive 

function of Amphiaraus’s death, Alathia also provides a second burial: “But God himself 
                                                

38 As Lakoff and Johnson put it, “in general the major orientations up-down, in-out, central-peripheral, 

active-passive, etc., seem to cut across all cultures, but which concepts are oriented which way and which 

orientations are most important vary from culture to culture” (Metaphors 24).  
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secretly buried Moses (Sed Deus occulte Moysen sepeliverat ipse).” Divine forces act 

twice in her text, doubling the number of people supernaturally engulfed in earth. Yet for 

Moses, crucially, this burial is not a punishment, nor does the fact that his body is 

engulfed in earth carry the association of his soul sinking into Hell.   

In short, as soon as Alathia has recapitulated Pseustis’s directional poetics, she 

shatters them. She requires her readers to break their habitual network of directional 

associations, allowing for a downward motion that neither is judgmental nor leads to 

Hell. Indeed, the confusion and slight mental tension caused by her paradoxical use of 

motion is echoed in the last line of this episode, which depicts how God “allows no man 

to discover his tomb (Nec cuiquam hominum dedit indagare sepulchrumxi).” The tension 

of splitting apart the different meanings of the concept “down” in the burial of Moses is 

paralleled by a reference to the inscrutability of the ways of God. 

Alathia’s paradoxical use of directional associations may represent, in fact, a 

quasi-allegorical theological argument—and if so, it works in Alathia’s favor. Pseustis is 

fundamentally conservative in his outlook; he accepts the network of thought-

associations and metaphorical use of experience as-is, without offering any objections. 

Alathia is certainly capable of understanding and repeating the rhetoric of Pseustis’s 

culture—the fate of Korah in her story is every bit as straightforward as the fate of 

Amphiaraus in Pseustis’s. But she is also capable of looking beyond the limitations of her 

culture’s intuition. God’s burial of Moses stands for that which cannot easily be 
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understood within society’s dominant modes of discourse, those religious truths that 

require paradox and figure rather than literal statement.39 

So far, I have discussed two examples of Alathia’s use of visual parallels and 

spatial rhetoric. In Round 23’s discussion of flying horses, Alathia demonstrated her 

ability to double Pseustis’s image, thus beating him at his own game. In Round 15’s 

repeated theme of people devoured by the earth, Alathia showed how she could split her 

responses to Pseustis, echoing his visual rhetoric even as she inverts it. Round 6 presents 

a much more militant form of narrative rhetoric. Here Alathia’s text rejects Pseustis’s 

spatial metaphors outright and substitutes counterintuitive spatial metaphors of her own.  

Pseustis begins, not surprisingly, with an upward movement that seems intuitively 

positive, even if the motives behind his ascent may be suspect. As Pseustis puts it, 

The boy Ganymede was chasing hares on Ida  
when the standard-bearer of Jove bore him to the aether above.  
The ranks of the gods granted to the stolen boy  
the title of cupbearer which Hebe had possessed earlier. 
 
(Ideas lepores puer exagitat Ganimedes,  
Quem Iovis arreptum devexit in aethera sursum 
Armiger; ablato divum concesserat ordo 
Nomen pincernae, quod possedit prius Hebe.) 
(77-80) 

                                                
39 Sayre N. Greenfield takes Jesus’s parable of the workers in the vineyard as paradigmatic for this form 

of allegoresis. In the parable, the Kingdom of Heaven is compared to a vineyard where laborers who work 

different amounts of time earn identical wages. The discrepancy between common-sense understandings of 

wages and the text produces a tension that, in his reading, signifies the divine through its very incongruity. 

As he puts it, “Heaven is beyond human understanding; a story that uses earthly elements to reproduce the 

dynamics of heaven will therefore be beyond understanding” (117). 
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Ganymede is lifted “up” by the deities, literally raised to the Heavens. Yet he is also 

stolen, and the Latin word ablato can carry the connotation of forceful seizure, or even 

destruction. Nonetheless his elevation, both physical and social, seems to be enough for 

Pseustis. 

Alathia, however, is here uninterested in repeating Pseustis’s depiction of upward 

movement. Instead, she reverses his motions. Drawing from the conclusion to the story of 

Noah, Alathia sings: 

All animals condemn the raven for its treachery  
since it would not be the messenger of safety to those shut in [Noah’s Ark].  
But the dove brought with its mouth a branch of green olives   
into the ark—Armenia remains as a witness.  
 
(Corvum perfidiae dampnant animalia quaeque,  
Nuntius inclusis quia noluit esse salutis; 
Ore columba suo ramum viridantibus intro 
Detulerat foliis, superset Armenia testis.) 
(81-4) 
 

The connection between the two tales, again, is visual. Alathia keys on the most vivid 

image from Pseustis’s text, a bird in flight, and doubles it. Rather than one Eagle, she has 

both a faithless raven (corvum) and a faithful dove (columba). Indeed, her birds create a 

symbolic register within which Pseustis’s Eagle can be inscribed. Herren identifies the 

eagle with “the violent aggressiveness of paganism,” the dove with “Christianity, as it 

symbolized both peace and the Holy Spirit,” and the immoral raven as “Judaism, which 

betrayed Christ and refused to accept salvation” (213). As in her account of the burials of 

Korah and Noah, here Alathia demonstrates a more expansive vision, capable of seeing 

radically different meanings in superficially similar actions. 
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Students studying the Eclogue would encounter a visual poetics in tension with 

standard, semi-universal expectations. Theodolus’s account, however disturbing its 

details may be, provides a literally uplifting trajectory for its protagonist. Yet if one 

visualizes Alathia’s dove, one receives an image of a bird descending out of Heaven 

rather than rising into the sky. (This is particularly true if one remembers other doves 

from the Bible, such as the one descending from Heaven during Jesus’ baptism.) This 

downward-descending dove bears a gift: the green branch of an olive tree, an indicator of 

the restoration of life on the Earth. The contrast with Jove’s eagle could not be more 

stark. Moreover, Alathia’s ability to reverse expected directional associations shows her 

storytelling to be idiosyncratic, and daringly so. In the mental universe Alathia creates, 

good comes down while evil rises up. 

A good poet, in the world described by the Eclogue of Theodolus, is able to 

support her arguments with described motions in ways that initially seem irrational. She 

is also able to work with more images and contradictory uses of the same image—

mucking about in her own mind and in the minds of her audience members to increase 

their ability to comprehend complex ideas. If these images are the fundamental building 

blocks of a culture’s ability to reason together, then the power to re-write them is 

immense. 

Alathia’s name may be synonymous with truth, but the truths she conveys, and 

the manner in which she conveys these truths, are far more complex and counterintuitive 

than Pseustis’s straightforward narratives. Indeed, in her penchant for complexity, 

Alathia consistently demonstrates a sort of rhetorical and poetic mastery that delights in 
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play, paradoxes, and seeming contradictions. She intuitively understands the way the 

human mind functions, but her response to that complexity is to challenge the mind of her 

readers with counter-intuitive uses of images and motions. Her representations of the 

world may respond to the cognitive tendency to make the world of sense perception and 

directional movement meaningful, but the meanings are never stable or uniform. Instead, 

she takes delight in her ability to make not one, but many meanings out of such basic (yet 

compelling) images as birds, earthquakes, and horses, or such cognitively-central 

sensations as those of flying high or sinking down low. If Alathia represents truth, she is 

also the master of the techniques that allow its creation by appropriating the basic 

materials of embodied experience and putting them to a number of diverse uses.40 

PART II: ALATHIA AS A MODEL OF RHETORICAL MATURITY 

2A) Theodolus the Scholar 
“Art,” writes Elizabeth Fowler, “is the habituation of bodily experience” (32). The 

first half of this chapter has demonstrated, in detail, how literary texts can take up visual 

images and spatial motions and make them meaningful. Both Alathia and Pseustis exploit 

and repurpose readers’ bodily experiences of literature. Moreover, while Pseustis’s art is 

largely conservative (his uses of motions and images rely on mental connections common 

in his culture), Alathia’s craft is often self-consciously challenging: up may be bad while 

                                                
40 Sara Ritchey describes three goals of medieval meditation: “To become one with a text. To change the 

self. To re-educate the emotions” (350). The Eclogue certainly reflects all three priorities. Nevertheless, it 

is interesting in that it represents these tendencies not in terms of submission to an external text, but to the 

self-made hermeneutics of a skilled reader. 
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down may be good, a divine burial may reflect punishment or reward, and so forth. 

Alathia thus models a narrative rhetoric that habituates bodily experience differently; she 

anticipates avant-garde movements that restlessly dismiss conventional mental 

connections and seek novel uses of their audiences’ cognitive faculties. Alathia’s stories, 

far from being a series of simple-minded presentations of literal truth, serve as elaborate 

demonstrations of her mental dexterity. 

Yet there is one form of bodily experience that has primacy in human 

development. As Fowler continues, “the strongest habituator among all the shapes that 

language can conjure is character, because the figural representation of the person carries 

an explicit invitation to imagine the social shape of the human” (32). Such a claim is in 

line, as we have already seen above, with contemporary neuroscience’s emphasis on how 

humans look to fellow humans as patterns from within moments of birth.41 The characters 

to whom the Eclogue attributes its narrative thus deserve consideration explicitly as 

personae offered to the work’s readers. These figures include not merely Pseustis and 

Alathia, though they perform crucial roles, but also Theodolus himself, the work’s 

alleged author. This figure, now recognized as fictitious,42 embodies in one more way the 

text’s complicated merging of rhetorical skill, Christianity, and cultural contact.  

                                                
41 For an additional extensive, neuroscientifically-informed discussion of infant intersubjectivity, see 

Reddy. 

42 As Herren writes, there is now “complete agreement that Theodulus is a pseudonym, that the real 

author lived his life in the West, and that all of the sources of the work are Latin” rather than Greek” 

(Herren 89). 
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The Eclogue’s accessus, or introduction found in educational commentaries, 

recounts how Theodolus, born in Italy of wealthy Christian parents, traveled to Greece 

for his education.43 There, he heard pagans (gentiles) debating with Christians (fidelibus). 

Eventually, “he gathered up their arguments and on his return to Italy put them all into an 

allegorical eclogue (quorum colligens rations reverses in Italiam in allegorical consult 

eglogam)” This account highlights real-world theological issues that justify the poem’s 

importance, but it also demonstrates a more personal aspect of the power of poetry. The 

invented author of the Eclogues is renowned both for his intelligence and his ability to 

cross cultural lines, traveling far from his native lands and engaging Greeks in their own 

tongue with great success. The Eclogue’s alleged author therefore embodies not only the 

superiority of Christianity but also the power of education—a process that initially sends 

him away from home, but finally allows him to return to his Latin origins, armed with an 

understanding of foreign theological debates. 

Ultimately, Theodolus’s “intention is to show the strength of truth and the 

inadequacy of falsehood and that traditional Catholic teaching excels the pagan religion 

as truth excels falsehood (intent emus est ostendere fires veritatis et defectum falsitatis et 

tantrum katholicam traditionem excelled ritum gentile, quantum verities falsitatem.)” Yet 

his subject-matter (materia) is dual: “a comparison of profound sayings drawn from 

ecclesiastical and from pagan writings and the characters who debate in these (sententiae 

de ecclesiasticis et paganis scriptis collatae et ipsae in eis certantes personae)” (emphasis 
                                                

43 The representative introduction quoted below, is taken from Huygens 26-7. The English translation is 

from Minnis and Scott 17-18. 
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mine). Scholarship on the poem has traditionally focused on doctrine alone; this 

introduction, however, encourages the reader to locate sentiment and arguments within 

the characters that speak them. 

Three significant aspects of Theodolus’s biography are replicated in Alathia’s: his 

birth outside of Athens, his engagement with Athenian pagans, and his association with 

the Christian tradition. Both invite students to imagine themselves as foreigners 

approaching an alien heritage, but also as members of an intellectual elect capable of 

mastering their environments. These two examples promise that students may obtain not 

only the literal matter of engagement with foreign, pre-Christian sententiae and personae, 

but also the cultural power and versatility of their training.  

2B) Schoolroom Sympathy and Pseustis’s Emotions 
According to a strict reading of the Eclogue’s introduction, Alathia ought to 

represent both the ideas and personae of those Christian authors who engaged with pagan 

philosophers in Athens. Yet her biography, even more than that of Theodolus, may also 

serve as an example of the socially empowering potential of literary and rhetorical 

excellence. In Alathia, students were presented with a figure doubly marginalized: first in 

her Jewish isolation from the cultural center of Athens and second as a woman excluded 

from the gender she herself describes as possessing a unique virtus (265). Such a 

character, like Theodolus himself, can be liberated from a culturally marginal position 

through study. 

Alathia’s gender, in fact, plays a significant role in her encounters with Pseustis. 

Pseustis is not only unsympathetic to the plight of women, but actively expresses 
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antifeminist sentiment. His opening line names her as a “foolish girl (stultissima)” (16), 

and in the final third of the poem he dedicates a significant portion of his tales to the 

project of insulting women. Round 30 provides Pseustis’s most direct expression of 

antifeminist sentiment. The quatrain begins with the thesis that “the solid mind of man 

falls because of the fickleness of woman (Mens robusta viri levitate cadit muliebri)” 

(269), and the remainder of the stanza lists four examples of women’s power to destroy 

men through deceit.   

Even when not discussing the moral weakness of women, Pseustis often turns to 

their inability to resist the overwhelming power of men. When Pseustis’s women aren’t 

being condemned for their vicious natures, they are being victimized by men through 

treachery or even sexual assault. Such stories, characteristically, reflect Pseustis’s ability 

to draw on his and Alathia’s experiences in the most literal way possible. Presenting 

Alathia with women who are always evil and/or weak, he places her by double 

implication. Either Alathia is in the wrong (and will therefore lose) or she is too weak to 

resist Pseustis’s powers (and will therefore lose). 

Alathia not only counters Pseustis’s attacks on women, but also takes great pains 

to show women in a positive light, especially at the points where Pseustis is most 

vehement in their condemnation.44  She links her feminine body with Old Testament and 

                                                
44 Jane Chance speculates that the author of Theodolus might have been a woman, on the basis of the 

text’s sensitivity to women’s concerns and presentation of praiseworthy female characters (Medieval 347-

63), though Thompson and Perraud take the opposite side (124-6) and Herren provides a moderate position 

(214-6). 
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deuterocanonical figures ranging from Judith (who seduces a villain before beheading 

him) to Susanna (whose body is subject to voyeurism, sexual coercion, and false 

accusations of promiscuity before Daniel vindicates her and executes her slanderers). 

These women simultaneously establish a precedent of exceptional female virtue and 

illuminate the ability of women to be both powerful and good. Yet in countering Pseustis, 

Alathia does not merely counter his rhetoric (as much as modern readers might want her 

to), but instead shows herself capable of a more complicated, bifocal perspective on the 

nature of women. Alathia often accepts Pseustis’s doctrine of the natural weakness of 

women, while at the same time exhibiting a more expansive, and less one-sided, view of 

what women are capable of. As Herren puts it, “the message seems to be: women are 

naturally weak (round 29); however, women who believe in the one true God (Christian 

women) enjoy the possibility of overcoming their natural weakness, while the rest do 

not” (215). Once again, Alathia’s victory as a woman thus depends on her Christianity, 

and therefore on her ability to reverse the natural order of things. Alathia’s treatment of 

gender is thus of a piece with the rest of her rhetoric. In all things, she is not beholden to 

the “natural” expectations that Pseustis assumes. 

This fact that students might want to associate with a female character is 

consistent with medieval pedagogy, even if Alathia’s personality is anomalous. Marjorie 

Curry Woods has written much on the way that “classroom characters were often able to 

transgress temporarily the social limitations imposed on certain groups in the world 

outside the classroom” ("Boys" 152), an alignment that often hinged on the association of 

young boys with women, both of whom were subject to the whims of those more 
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powerful than themselves. While this association often did not engender male sympathy 

for real women, such exercises did, potentially, empower the classroom as “a place, not 

just of repression, but also of possible escape and transformation” (Woods "Weeping" 

290). Phronesis’s opening speech, discussed at the beginning of this chapter, certainly 

echoes the potential for literary study to serve a place of play opposed to the forces of 

control that govern the rest of society. To listen to the poetry contest, Phronesis must 

neglect her chores. Her parents, she knows, will punish her for her negligence, yet she 

gladly accepts their punishment as the price required for a joyous poetry contest. 

Literature and rhetoric becomes its own world, separate from the power relations that 

obtain elsewhere in society. Here a Jew, even a Jewish girl who is refused priority on the 

basis of her gender, can indeed overcome an arrogant boy from Athens. It is not a stretch 

to suppose that many students might have seen in Theodolus a demonstration of the 

power of literary education. 

Yet Woods ignores one of the poem’s most unexpected gender dynamics. In 

many medieval composition exercises, “women were coded as emotional” to the extent 

that a “poem about a woman or one written from a woman’s perspective taught students 

how to use emotional language, how to describe the actions thought to express specific 

emotional states” ("Boys" 146). Such associations might allow students to express 

emotions that they would otherwise have to control, enabling them to broaden their self-

perception by imagining a link between themselves and female figures from antiquity. 

Yet in the Eclogue, this common link between female characters and emotion is reversed. 
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Pseustis is not only the first character described, but also the only character to 

have his emotional state defined in the frame narrative. In light of Woods’ claims, the 

text’s initial presentation of an emotional Pseustis deserves re-evaluation. “Pseustis could 

not endure the sight [of Alathia], but agitated by the bile of anxiety, called from a safe 

point to the opposite shore (Non tulerat Pseustis, sed motus felle doloris / Litoris alterius 

proclamat ab aggere tutus)” (14-15). If I earlier touched upon this passage as an example 

of the text’s attention to general psychosomatic processes, here it is worth considering 

who expresses emotion, and who does not. That the unemotional character is a woman (a 

class thought emotional) is striking. 

Contemporary neuroscience further complicates this story. Emotions offer a 

crucial, preconscious sense of connection with another that follows a different neural 

architecture than the reflective, conscious process of theorizing another’s mental state. As 

Gallese writes, “emotions” are not only “one of the earliest ways individuals acquire 

knowledge about their situation,” but are reliant for their power on the shared neural 

architecture among human beings ("Mirror Neurons" 50). Students encountering 

Theodolus would of course be far more acculturated than the infants used in many 

experiments on intersubjective emotion and acculturated to a different culture than our 

own. Yet it is likely that medieval readers would be unable to avoid an affective response 

to the display of Pseustis’s emotions—even if it is possible that some students might 

marry their empathetic response to a sensation of disgust or superiority to Pseustis’s 

undisciplined emotions. 
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Alathia, on the other hand, is denied direct characterization, so that her emotional 

life seems more distanced from readers than that of Pseustis. Indeed, she is presented as 

the source, rather than object, of others’ emotional reactions. Not only does her image 

disturb Pseustis, but also her music affects her own sheep and even inspires the river 

itself. If a form of narrative empathy is created through depictions of emotional 

responses, then Pseustis, not Alathia, would be the first character with whom students 

would associate themselves. Such early training might partially explain Geoffrey 

Chaucer’s iconic canonization of Pseustis, but not Alathia, in the House of Fame.45 

Part of the explanation for this unorthodox introduction, which aligns students’ 

emotions (however temporarily) with Pseustis, may lie in the fact that children were 

linked with pagans in much medieval pedagogical thought. As Copeland points out, 

medieval pedagogy continually associated students with the broader category of those 

who read literally. As she puts it, there was “not only a practical but an ideological 

equivalence between childhood and the naked text;” ideologically, the literal content of 

pagan texts was viewed as childlike, lacking the education of Christian maturity 

(Pedagogy 79). When the “literal sense” is juxtaposed against “spiritual” or allegorical 

forms of reading that were seen as the exclusive property of Christian revelation, then it 

logically follows that a pagan boy might view the world in just this superficial way. 

Pseustis, because of his paganism, comes to represent the insufficiently educated student; 

                                                
45 For a more elaborate discussion of this poem’s use in Chaucer’s most extended meditation on literary 

reputation, see Chapter 4 below. 
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his words and his emotions engage the world passionately, but lack the disciplined rigor 

of Alathia’s Christian literary-rhetorical practice. At best, he is an Alathia-in-the-making. 

2C) Alathia and the Florilegial Mind 
Alathia, in contrast to Pseustis, is not content with a literal, immature, or 

undeveloped view of the world. Instead, she offers a nuanced, cognitively expensive, 

complex form of argumentation, one associated closely with allegorical or “spiritual” 

reading practices. The association carries deep historical irony, since Alathia’s fellow 

Jews are the group most firmly associated with mindless literalism in medieval Christian 

rhetoric,46 yet the irony is never acknowledged in the Eclogue. Alathia, as her name 

implies, simply stands for truth, understood broadly. 

If the student is expected to ultimately follow the example of Alathia, this shift of 

identification may imply a certain maturation process modeled throughout the text. Early 

in the work, Alathia appears aloof and unemotional; by the poem’s conclusion a reader 

might instead sees her placidity as evidence of her rhetorical confidence. After eighteen 

exchanges in which she bests Pseustis, and in which Pseustis’s rhetoric gets increasingly 

desperate, her impersonal prayer that God help her to “conquer falsehood (vincere falsa)” 

has a different ring than Pseustis’s self-concerned desire for his gods to “defend your poet 

(vatem defendite vestrum)” (188, 184). If Alathia initially appeared less sympathetic than 

Pseustis, by the poem’s end she may appear to be more appealingly mature than Pseustis, 
                                                

46 On occasion, however, Jewish readings were seen as demonstrating at least a sophisticated form of 

literalism, as when Andrew of Saint Victor sought contemporary Jewish interpreters to help flesh out his 

literal explication of the Old Testament. Cf. Smalley 149-72. 
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rather than less. Just as her rhetoric draws on the same embodied metaphors and spatial 

arrangements as Pseustis’s, yet puts them to counterintuitive uses, so too her placidity 

may demonstrate a control over, rather than a lack of, bodily responses to stories.  

Indeed, the development of Alathia echoes Carruther’s category of “florilegial” 

character formation, a concept central to both medieval pedagogy and monastic thought. 

For Carruthers, medieval subjectivity (and therefore the medieval idea of what it means 

to be fully human) was not theorized primarily in terms of internal conflict, as in modern 

psychological and moral discourse. Instead, character is envisioned “in terms of 

completion or filling out or building,” in which a medieval subject’s cultural education 

and spiritual development continually add to the sum total of his or her identity (M. J. 

Carruthers Book 229). Books, and the education they bring, were seen as essential to the 

composition of one’s adult identity.  

So, too, was play—and complexity. For Carruthers, medieval aesthetic practice 

differs remarkably from the more neoplatonic aesthetic theories expressed in high 

theology. If theology saw beauty as more or less synonymous with God Himself, 

medieval aesthetic practice continually demonstrated a “basic preference for paradox 

over resolution, for complexity over simplicity, for change over monotony, [which] 

convinces through style as it never could through plain statement” (Experience 15). 

While many of Alathia’s transformations of Pseustis’s material would be obvious and 

clear to the most simple of medieval students, others tantalized would-be scholars with 

the promise of engaging with just such a complexity, inviting them into an elite world of 
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play where down can be good, up can be bad, and being buried alive can represent divine 

blessing as well as divine wrath. 

In this sense, even though The Eclogue of Theodolus may present a spatial and 

directional poetics whose neural basis has only been recently discovered, the concept that 

books shape one’s inner life, and that sententiae and personae received through 

scholarship form mental pathways crucial to how one later sees the world, may have been 

more readily accepted in the Middle Ages than today.47 Alathia’s penchant for complex 

and fecund interpretations of text, as well her distaste for Pseustis’s straightforward 

interpretations of the world, both encourage and are informed by a medieval culture of 

studiousness that was ever suspicious of the literal and often eager to identify 

counterintuitive reading strategies with the workings of the Holy Spirit.  

If Pseustis stands as the text’s initial view of humanity (eagerly expressing 

emotions, providing the eyes through which readers view this fictional world, tying his 

words to his passions), Alathia’s way of speaking and writing is ultimately seen as 

powerful precisely because it enables her to reach beyond a simple use of her cognitive 

powers. Alathia models, for those students beginning to theorize the nature of poetry and 

                                                
47 This is not, however, to limit its applicability to earlier periods or to the non-Latin-speaking Middle 

Ages. Jeffrey Walker quotes an eleventh-century Byzantine scholar who describes grammar-school 

education as a period for “‘imprinting’ canonic literature ‘in the tablets of [students’] minds’ through 

‘constant reading,” that is, “internalization and mastery of the language and thought of the authors he has 

studied” (Walker 158), and notes that his experience was generally in line with that of Classical grammar-

school and rhetoric students. 
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rhetoric, a particular view of the nature of language: not language as a placid container 

for propositional truth, but language as a tool for invention, allowing the skilled speaker 

to shift a given statement in a dizzying number of directions, augmenting any one way of 

reading the world with a multiplicity of others. Such abilities, moreover, enable even a 

female Jew to stand toe-to-toe with an educated Greek from Athens, forcing him to admit 

her intellectual superiority. 

From Athens—Concluding Notes on Culture 
By the end of the Eclogue, Alathia has the contest well in hand. Pseustis admits 

the last exchange that Alathia has prevailed through her superior art (325), yet he 

nonetheless refuses to surrender to “a girl’s tricks (fraude puellari)” and claims that he 

will keep up the contest until it is too dark to see (327). Defiantly, he insists, “I’ll repeat 

this a thousand times (Millesies repetam),” unless night forces an end to the contest 

(328).48  Alathia, still ostensibly a female Jew living in a time before Christ, takes this 

opportunity to make a strange address, the last words she will speak in the original 

version of the Eclogue:49 

                                                
48 Literally, “unless the evening star subtract an hour (nisi subtrahat Hesperus horum)” (328) 

49 Sometime in the thirteenth century, Alathia was given an additional speech at the end of the poem, 

presumably so that she could have the last word. Cf. B. N. Quinn 384 and Osternacher Theoduli 8, 54. This 

second ending, included in most editions of the poem, lacks any explicit allusion to Alathia’s gender, 

except perhaps in her request that God “raise those who are subordinate to you, lay the proud low (erige 

subiectos cunctos tibi, sterne superbus)” (350). It is possible that this addition reflects a late-medieval 

desire to de-emphasize her gender in the poem’s conclusion. 
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Now, Thales, fashioner of lies, would that you were here! 
But I shall rely chiefly on the four books of evangelical  
discourse about how God received our body from  
a virgin, nor will such labour weigh me down. 
 
(Nunc utinam Tales, falsorum fictor, adesse!! 
Quatuor imprimis evangelicae rationis 
Nitar codicibus, nostrum de virgine corpus 
Ut Deus accepit, nec me labor iste gravabit.) 
(329-32) 
 

This passage works in two different ways. In the first place, its reference to the books of 

the Gospel stands (to modern eyes) as a major anachronism. Not only does Alathia live 

long before the time of Christ or the composition of the Gospels, but also as a Jew, she 

could reasonably be expected to reject the Christian gospels. The poem, however, has 

effected a subtle conversion of Alathia. If she initially represented the Jewish prehistory 

of Christianity, only allegorically standing in for the claims of Christian theologians in 

late-antique Athens, she has now come to incarnate her allegory, winning the debate not 

as a Jew but as a Christian, reliant on the Gospels for her Truth.50 

Yet if the moment of Alathia’s victory carries an erasure of her Judaism, it also 

includes the strongest affirmation of her gender in the text. Alathia finally goes beyond 

mere defense of women, playfully re-imagining the act of composition itself as 

essentially feminine. Comparing her ability to speak the Gospel to the Virgin Mary’s 
                                                

50 This retroactive conversion of Alathia from Judaism to Christianity did not prevent this poem from 

eliciting curiosity as to the relative natures of Old Testament Judaism and New Testament Christianity. As 

Betty Nye Hedberg points out, Warnerius of Basel’s Synodicus, which pits Old Testament against New 

Testament before declaring that they are equally pleasurable, is “a close copy of the poem of Theodulus” 

(48-9). 
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conception of Jesus Christ, she ends with the phrase “nec me labor iste gravabit.” Though 

normally translated “nor will such labor weigh me down,” in medieval and late-classical 

usage the verb graveo could as easily mean “make me pregnant”—a pun that resonates 

with Alathia’s consistent defense of her gender.51 For a moment, she makes one forget 

that Latin composition throughout the Middle Ages was a prerogative of an almost 

entirely male minority of the population.  In her brilliant metaphorical use of embodied 

experience, Alathia imagines composition to be as feminine as giving birth—and far 

easier, to boot.52 When Pseustis says “I yield, and I will not deny that I yielded (cede ned 

me cessisse negabo)” (336), he may surrender to a Christian rather than a Jew—but he 

certainly surrenders to a female figure. 

It is also worth noting that this final victory comes in a passage where no explicit 

doctrinal debate occurs. In rhetorical terms, Alathia’s victory is tied as much to her 

situated and invented ethos as it is to her presentation of divine logos. While many other 

passages do pit Biblical against pagan narratives, often (though not always) in a way that 

shows Christianity to be morally and intellectually superior, Alathia’s final triumph 

comes when her ability to demonstrate rhetorical dexterity meets the work’s only direct 

association between her and Christianity.  

                                                
51 The reference to Mary, who gives birth to Christ, the Word of God, deepens this comparison. 

52 Alathia’s triumph may, however, contain its own subtle form of sexism. Just as throughout the poem 

she demonstrates the power of some women to overcome what she sees as their inherent weakness, so here 

she compares her poetry not just to childbirth, but rather to a miraculous virgin birth. The comparison thus 

hints that Alathia’s rhetoric, like Mary’s pregnancy, is exceptional rather than normative for her gender. 
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This triumph invites one to consider the form of Alathia’s content. When Alathia 

does express doctrine, she demonstrates not the simplicity of Christianity, but its nuance 

and rhetorical fecundity. Pseustis’s gods seize people for their own pleasure; the 

Christian God sends blessings as well as curses down from Heaven. Pagan gods bury 

sinners alive; the Christian God uses entombment as lethal punishment, but also 

respectful reward. Women, for Pseustis, are constantly evil and deplorable, so that when 

they act in unexpected ways they are always to be condemned. Alathia, too, condemns 

many women, but she also demonstrates paragons of feminine virtue, and even one 

woman, Judith, receives praise for her role in seducing and decapitating an enemy of the 

Hebrew nation.53 Alathia’s truth does not inhere in correct doctrines or straightforward 

dicta alone, but requires a creative, mentally dexterous mind capable of diverse 

permutations of narratives that at first appear simple. 

Finally, given the consistent presentation of both Alathia’s art and her Christian 

doctrine as more sophisticated, cognitively expensive, and disciplined than Pseustis’s, 

and given students’ likely initial link with the emotionally driven subjectivity of Pseustis, 

we can add one more term to the list of Alathia’s notable attributes. Relative to Pseustis, 

she simply seems like a more sophisticated person. With her greater emotional maturity, 

a more developed intellect, and the rhetorical tools to see far beyond the limits of 

Pseustis’s narrow vision, Alathia deserves her victory. If students reading the Eclogue 

                                                
53 See Round 30, lines 273-6. Within the Eclogue’s frame-narrative, Alathia presents Judith’s story as a 

counter to Pseustis’s antifeminist “insults” (convicia), instead blaming Holofernes’ own gullibility for his 

death. 
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were initially invited to identify with the passions and perspective of Pseustis, the text 

ultimately extends an invitation for them to follow Alathia’s example and gain power 

through rhetorical sophistication. 

This difference in relative maturity may indeed be the text’s final argument 

against classical paganism. By the end of the poem, we are left not with an inferior 

worldview countering a superior one, so much as with an emotional, rhetorically inferior, 

unprepared boy being bested by a disciplined, confident, rhetorically dexterous girl. That 

these characters represent paganism and Christianity leads to one conclusion: paganism is 

not encountered and vanquished, so much as viewed as childish and left behind. Yet what 

may be an unfair philosophical projection of human development onto history carries a 

benefit for the classroom: it reminds students of the power of rhetorical education and its 

crucial role in moving beyond simple, antiquated beliefs and into a more vivid, versatile 

engagement with the world. In following Alathia, students found themselves drawn more 

and more into a world of complex, counterintuitive rhetorical transformations. That 

students’ mental transformations were projected onto history as expressions of 

Christianity’s superiority to classical religion only further cemented the association 

between Alathia’s difficult narrative strategies and medieval Latin culture. 
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Chapter 2: Medieval Pedagogy and the Emotional Life of Images in the 
Roman d'Enéas 

Introduction: Funeral Monuments and Visual Affect 
Chapter 1 began with a discussion of the anxiety of a fictional Greek schoolboy 

(Pseustis) when his poetic competence was challenged by a young Jewish girl (Alathia). 

It concluded with a discussion on the nature of “maturity” as modeled in the Eclogue of 

Theodolus as a whole. Pseustis may very well have started off as a potentially attractive 

figure to schoolboys thanks to his emotional vivacity and immediately accessible 

perspective, since he was (like so many of the poem’s students) a young boy wishing to 

demonstrate narrative virtuosity. By the end of the poem, Alathia emerges as not only the 

superior poet, but also the more developed rhetorician, a figure whose dynamic 

performances testify to her mastery of her emotions, the Latin language, and the use of 

mental images and motions. 

Chapter 2 will focus more closely on the emotional (as well as erotic) life of 

images. While Chapters 3 and 4 will follow late-medieval theories of human cognition, 

this chapter aims to bring medieval literary and pedagogical practice into conversation 

with current scientific understandings of human emotions. The central text for this 

section is the Roman d’Enéas, a work critical in the formation of the high-medieval 

romance genre, yet beholden to no single set of formal conventions. Within this work, I 

will focus on three figures who function as obstacles for both the text’s political interests 

and Enéas’s conquest-by-marriage of Italy: Dido, Pallas, and Camilla. All of these 

characters not only stand in the way of Enéas’s destiny while they are alive, but also exert 
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a postmortem pull away from the poem’s dominant narrative thanks to their elaborate, 

compelling, and paradoxical funerary monuments.  

This chapter reads these monuments against both medieval predecessors and 

modern understandings of the relationship between mental images and preconscious (yet 

trainable) emotional reactions. The captivating and disruptive power of certain 

descriptions, particularly of female characters, was a feature specifically habituated in the 

medieval classroom. At the same time, both the Eclogue of Theodolus and Augustine’s 

Confessions modeled techniques for countering such images, showing a medieval 

awareness of the power of textual captivations even as they demonstrated the sort of 

containment strategies omitted from Enéas. The French romance, on the other hand, 

demonstrates an effective yet unrestrained use of a similarly vibrant, distracting imagery, 

even as the romance ignores techniques for these images’ containment 

PART I: ARCHITECTURAL OBSESSIONS OF THE ROMAN D’ENÉAS 

1A) Time Stoppages in the Medieval Aeneid 
At line 7427 in the Roman d’Enéas, time stops. Camille, the militant woman who 

strove to foil Enéas’s plan to conquer Italy, is dead. Turnus, her ally and Enéas’s 

surviving opponent, has heard of her death and mourned. In Virgil’s Aeneid, these facts 

lead directly to a violent, climactic clash between the two leaders. In the romance, 

however, Enéas’s story is put on hold in favor of a lengthy description of Camille’s burial 

in a fantastic tomb. 

The elaboration of Camille’s burial is particularly bizarre when compared to the 

lines that immediately precede it, so it is useful to start an examination of the funeral 
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monument there. For the majority of its length, the Roman d’Enéas offers a more or less 

faithful translation of the events of Virgil’s epic, yet this translation is also markedly 

abbreviated in comparison to the classical epic and often lacking in the original’s nuance. 

Camille’s death offers one example of the French poet’s ability to bulldoze Virgilian 

complexities: 

While she stood there over the dead man,  
Arranz was lurking on the other side,  
lying in wait for her, holding a dart.  
He threw it with great strength.  
It flew over the handle of her shield  
and struck her in the heart  
near the left armpit, below the breast.  
She fell dead… 
 
(La ou desor lo mort estoit, 
Arranz estut de l’autre part, 
qui l’agaitoit, se tint un dart, 
lancié li a par grant vertu; 
par som la guige de l’escu, 
dejoste la senestre esselle, 
la fiert el cuer soz la memelle. 
Al chiét mort…) 
(7196-7203) 54 

 

What minimal visual information the romance provides is functional. Camille’s wound is 

mapped onto a coordinate system of a body whose description carries remarkably little 

emotional flavor or guidance for how the reader should perceive the event. Camille is not 

sexualized here, there is no description of other characters reacting to her, and there is 

little to draw the reader in. The location of Camille’s wound is accurate to the Virgilian 
                                                

54 All quotations from the Enéas, as well as line numbers, are taken from Salverda de Grave in 

consultation with Petit. Translations are taken from Yunck except where modified. 
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original (in the heart, beneath her left breast), yet the clinical nature of the description is 

far removed from Virgil’s rhetoric. 

Virgil’s treatment of Camille’s death has a dramatically different poetic effect. 

The Roman poet offers elaborate spectacle and indeed seems to expand, rather than 

compress, the brief moment. The Trojan knight Arrunz flings his spear into the air, offers 

a lengthy prayer to Apollo, and gets an ambivalent response—all before the spear lands. 

Finally, Virgil returns to the flying javelin: 

So when he [the Trojan knight Arrundz] sent his javelin hissing through the 
air 
and all the Volscians, wheeling, trained their eyes 
and alert minds on the princess, she [Camille] was numb to it all, 
the draft, the hiss, the weapon sent from the blue—until 
the spear went rippling through her, under her naked breast 
and it struck deep, it hammered home and drank her virgin blood 
 
(ergo ut missa manu sonitum dedit hasta per auras, 
convertere animos acris oculosque tulere 
cuncti ad reginam Volsci. nihil ipsa nec aurae 
nec sonitus memor aut venientis ab aethere teli, 
hasta sub exsertam donec perlata papillam 
haesit virgineumque alte bibit acta cruorem.) 
(799-804)55 
 

Camille’s body is put on display. Indeed, the visual economy Virgil creates abounds in 

erotically charged tensions. Camille’s exsertam papillam, her uncovered (or, one could 

equally well translate, protruding) breast is the first such sign. On the one hand, it echoes 

the practice of Amazon warriors, and thereby signifies her rejection of traditional gender 

roles in favor of the masculine-coded career of a warrior. Yet it also obviously and 
                                                

55 Quotations from the Aeneid are drawn from the Loeb edition. The English text is drawn from Robert 

Fitzgerald’s translation. 
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vividly signifies her gender, hinting at sexual attractiveness. This paradoxical eroticism is 

only enlarged with accounts of Camille’s death. Just at the moment her body’s borders 

are penetrated by Arrundz’s spear, Virgil emphasizes the sexual integrity of her “virgin 

blood (virgineum cruorem).” Camille’s body, even as it dies, becomes the locus of 

sexually suggestive paradox. 

Virgil further introduces two audiences whose clashing perspectives emphasize 

the tension between Camille’s resistance to sexuality and her eroticized death. On the one 

hand, Camille’s death is watched by Volscians as infinitely captivating spectacle. On the 

other hand, Virgil marks the contrast between the sounds and sights of Arrundz’s spear 

(seen by all the onlookers) with Camille’s ignorance, inviting sympathy with the 

unexpected suddenness of violence as experienced by Camille. With this level of detailed 

imagery, it is no wonder Virgil’s account of Camille’s death runs long—it will not be 

completed for nearly 30 more lines.  

All of these details are excluded from the French romance, demonstrating, in Lee 

Patterson’s terms, the work’s “process of diminishing and so suppressing an apparently 

too-powerful past” (171). Yet if Roman d’Enéas offers a neutered, abridged, and 

apparently bloodless description of Camille’s death, it quickly reverses course and 

revivifies Camille through a long description of her funerary monument. The monument 

to follow draws the reader’s attention backwards towards Camille, a character who had to 

be destroyed for Enéas to complete his quest to establish Rome (and, by extension, 

legitimize the work’s Norman monarchy). These scenes enact a strange backwards gaze, 

looking towards a past victim of Aeneas rather than his glorious future. 
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This chapter will examine the tension between the poem’s streamlined narrative 

surface and its extended ekphrasis of Camille’s grave. In so doing, it will demonstrate a 

distinctly medieval form of the association between erotic desire and vivid mental images 

conveyed by texts. Considering modern cognitive science and the practices demonstrated 

in the Eclogue of Theodolus, I will show that Camille’s funerary monument skillfully 

manipulates (and molds) the brain’s ability to identify and emotionally tag images, even 

as the depiction of her monument reverses careful strategies designed to control such 

emotional imagery. 

1B) The Janus-Faced Romance 
The Roman d’Enéas survives in 9 manuscripts, the earliest of which is from the 

twelfth century; the work is generally accepted as being composed in Normandy at or 

around the year 1160.56 Along with the Roman de Thèbes and the Roman de Troie, its 

fellow romans d’antiquité, it participates in the earliest stages of the French romance. 

These romances represent a transitional period between heroic chansons de geste (which 

told of the exploits of legendary French heroes) and the courtly romances of Chrétien du 

Troyes or the lais of Marie du France (which by comparison focus on individual and 

psychological, rather than religious and national, conflicts.) Adopting the fluent 

octosyllabic meter that would come to dominate the French literary scene, these poems 

reflected and, in part, gave shape to the new ideological structures associated with the 

Angevin empire. Particularly at stake in Enéas was the shifting definition of masculinity. 

                                                
56 For a survey of the manuscripts, see Salverda de Grave v-xxxvi. 
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As Christopher Baswell writes, “the Eneas created a space in which its aristocratic 

readership could examine manhood and heroism for its own time, and imagine the old 

dangers and new pressures under which its concept of manhood labored, and the new 

forms into which it was struggling to emerge” ("Men" 149). The poem thus stands at a 

literary crossroads, looking forward to the future aristocratic romance even as it hearkens 

back to older poetic forms. 

Scholars looking at the poem’s generic instability tend to focus not on the 

compelling images of funeral monuments, but rather on the juxtaposition between an 

“epic” first half of the poem and the more romance-oriented conclusion. The first half 

recounts and compresses the Aeneid, presenting the events and travels of Virgil’s hero as 

he journeys to the foundation of Rome.57 The work’s manuscript survival, in fact, reflects 

a marked focus on matters of communal history rather than individual desire. While two 

copies of the text survive in manuscripts containing no other works, the remaining seven 

manuscripts contain the Enéas along with its fellow romans d’antiquité, the Brut, or other 

matters of legendary history. The work’s manuscript presence thus indicates a readership 

                                                
57 The largest shift between the first half of Virgil’s text and the first half of its French adaptation is one 

of organization, leading at least one early critic to declare the poem “the work of an arranger, who 

transposes and abridges at will” (Warren 382). This organization, not surprisingly, eliminates Virgil’s 

cyclical use of time in favor of a streamlined progression from the beginning of the Trojan War to the 

establishment of Enéas’s kingship in Italy. 
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interested in representations of political change and ancient events, rather than individual 

struggles.58  

The greatest expansion to the poem, however, occurs in the second half of the 

poem, which describes Enéas’s courtship of Lavinia. Here the poet draws upon medieval 

uses of Ovid to dramatize the psychological nuances of desire in a way that make the 

poem, as Sarah Spence claims, “the locus classicus for the symptoms of Courtly Love” 

(307). At least since the time of Rosemarie Tuve, the text has therefore been shown to 

occupy “one of the most significant positions in the literature of the twelfth century” 

precisely because of its mixed “affinities with the chansons de geste” and its “ideas of 

progress, growth and maturity” that “point, inevitably, to the way which Chrétien was 

later to follow” (42). Or, as D. H. Green writes, “within the overall framework of militia 

gaps are … carved out in which amor may come into its own” (191).59 Dealing with 

traditional and historical material, yet innovatively supplementing the epic with a 

generous dose of Ovidian love-psychology, the Roman d’Enéas looks simultaneously 

towards French literature’s past and future. 
                                                

58 As Singerman argues, the poems included alongside the romance encouraged a communal, rather than 

individualistic, reading of its protagonist. “The progress of Eneas is no longer so much a narrative of the 

range of possibilities of a single human life, as it is a stage in the development of history from one phase to 

another. … The French work which is ahistorical in isolation is transformed by association; if its source, 

the Aeneid, was in large part a poem about history, the cyclic Eneas stands in for history itself” (135-6). 

59 The praise of the work’s romance-like moments, however, is often rather guarded. As Helen C. R. 

Laurie writes, the work’s “poetry does not reach great heights,” but nonetheless it “tackled a number of 

problems in a way which could interest and inspire a Chrétien de Troyes or a Guillaume de Lorris” (294). 
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If it is traditional to praise the innovation found in the “Ovidian” final acts of 

Enéas, the poem’s epic sections have had a much dimmer critical reputation. W.P. Ker 

credits the romance with achieving “something recognizable of the original source,” yet 

this something “has been translated by minds imperfectly responsive” (337). Similarly, 

Erich Auerbach describes a tone-deafness excused only because of the primitivism of its 

French culture.60 Accusations of stylistic flaws extend to the work’s use of imagery. As 

Theodore M. Andersson writes, descriptive incongruities indicate an “absence of scenic 

visualization” wherein the French poem’s streamlined narrative drive causes it to ignore 

even common-sense explanations of battle tactics (171). Nor are the works’ funeral 

monuments immune to such criticism. As one early twentieth-century critic has it, not 

only does Camille’s death provide “the occasion for a moralization on covetousness,” but 

“the episode closes with the description of a sumptuous and phantastic erection on her 

tomb” whose architectural details are irrelevant to the warrior woman’s characterization 

(289). Criticisms of the poem’s funeral monuments are rare, however, in such early 

criticism. Most critics chose instead to ignore the structures entirely. 

In the hands of more recent critics, the poem hardly fares any better. As Lee 

Patterson writes, “compared with the richness of detail and complexity of reference” of 

Virgil’s masterpiece, the medieval romance’s details “provide little more than a 

perfunctory, hyperbolic ornament” (171). This simple style is both ideologically 

motivated and part of the process of domesticating the work, reframing Virgil’s epic in 
                                                

60 As Auerbach writes, “the French language of the time and the society for which they wrote were quite 

unprepared for a more thoroughgoing application of ancient rhetoric” (204-5). 



  

 66 

terms of issues contemporary with the romance’s composition. However, the work’s 

streamlined narrative actually works against the poem’s political intention. The text is “so 

committed to its legitimizing function—to show, that is, how the Roman imperial past is 

not merely relevant to, but continuous with, the Angevin present—that it deprives the 

past of its very historicity, of the pastness that endows it with legitimizing value in the 

first place” (Patterson 173). Zrinka Stahulijak offers a slightly more complimentary 

portrait of the relationship between the poem’s verbal simplicity and its politics. The 

work “creates the illusion of a smooth genealogical progression from the past founding 

fathers of Troy via Eneas to the future Roman empires” precisely by avoiding the 

thoughtful discontinuities that Virgil provides (26).  

While Camille’s death may serve as a perfect example of the ideological and 

stylistic flatness that is present throughout the poem’s epic sections, her funeral image 

does not. In the Aeneid, praise for Augustus and his Roman empire is balanced against a 

painful awareness of the violence the empire inflicts, creating a profoundly ambivalent 

epic. Yet if “Vergil’s Aeneid constitutes the locus classicus for an unquestionable 

imperial authority as well as its impeachment” (James 24), the changes offered in the 

medieval poem might appear to strip Virgil of his anti-imperial richness. In Virgil, 

“memory, loss, nostalgia, and mourning are obsessive themes that lend an unmistakable 

and uniquely characteristic sombre coloring to [Virgil’s] verse” (Most 155); in the 

romance, such color is often excised. Similarly, while Virgil’s epic serves simultaneously 

“to valorize memory” and “to posit that forgetting Troy is a necessary prelude to 

whatever version of mastery its hero will come to embody” (A. Wallace 178), in most 
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accounts of the romance’s epic sections, Virgil’s obsessions with the past are missing or 

intentionally muted. The funerary monuments, however, restore much of Virgil’s 

ambiguity to the text. Yet the manner in which they do so is both distinctively medieval 

and problematic within its original milieu. 

1C) The Ever Burning Lamp 
 In the Aeneid, Camille’s death triggers one of the final series of vengeance 

killings that lead to Aeneas’s bloody conquest of Italy. Turnus is enraged and insists on 

more direct conflict with Aeneas, hastening their final confrontation and Aeneas’s 

victory. Yet in the medieval romance, Camille’s death has the opposite effect; instead of 

heralding the last encounters of Aeneas’s fight, her death spirits its audience away from 

the battlefield, turning attention instead to an extended description of Camille’s burial. 

Notably, this is not the first time the medieval narrative pauses to describe tombs passed 

over silently in Virgil’s original,61 but it is the most extensive.  

Camille’s tomb is, first and foremost, an exhibition of oriental opulence. As Yunk 

writes, it represents the “poet’s architectural triumph, an obvious delight to him and 

probably his audience, whatever the modern reaction” as well as “the extreme example 

… of the poet’s delight in the exotic and bizarre” (202). Drawing from sources including 

De septem miraculis mundi and the Letter of Prester John, it presents an exuberantly 

impossible inverted pyramid of arches and pillars, built seemingly in defiance of all laws 

of nature yet constructed so as to stand forever. The description culminates with a 

                                                
61 The other two descriptions of tombs are discussed below. 
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crowning detail that transforms the whole into an architectural embodiment of eternal 

fragility: 

Over the tomb, directly in the center, hung a chain of gold  
swung from a pulley overhead, and descending with great art.   
At one end of the chain hung a lamp  
full of a very rare oil so that it threw a very bright light.   
It will never fail in its fire,  
but will always burn, and last forever.   
This lamp was lit,  
and will always burn, everlasting,  
if it is not broken or struck.  
 
(A l’un des chiés de la chaeine 
pandié la lanpe, qui fu plaine 
d’un chier oile de tel maniere 
que molt gita clere lumiere; 
ne ja par feu ne defaudra 
toz tens ardra, toz tens durra. 
Cele lanpe fu alumee, 
toz jors ardra mes a duree, 
se l’an ne la brise ou abat.) 
(7673-81) 
 

The description is both contradictory and straightforward; in its tension between clear 

statements eternal duration and equally clear depictions of extreme fragility, it echoes the 

elaborate contradictions Virgil deploys in his depiction of Camille’s death. The brilliant 

lamp “will never fail,” it “will always burn,” it will “last forever,” the poet tells us.  Yet 

he reveals a disclaimer that shifts the understanding of all the description that came 

before—the lamp, source of the eternal flame, is itself fragile, its superlative flame 

subject to endless threat.  

As the description continues, the disclaimer becomes increasingly elaborate. The 

lamp is suspended, perfectly balanced by a dove on the other end of a chain. A 



  

 69 

mechanical archer holds an arrow against the tense string of his bow, pointed directly at 

the dove. If its arrow is loosed, it will hit the dove, the impact will shatter the chain, the 

pot will break, and the eternal flame will go out.  And as if this were not complicated 

enough, that mechanical archer itself is held back by a snare with a small noose, waiting 

forever for the smallest of triggers, a mere whiff of air, so that: 

At a breath all would be lost:  
if someone blew the snare  
it would loose the bow immediately,  
and the archer thus would shoot  
straight at the dove and hit it.   
Then the chain would be broken  
and the lamp wholly destroyed. 
 
(A un sofle fust tot perdu: 
qui soflast la regeteore, 
et al destandist anislore 
et li archiers idonc traisist 
droit au colon, se l’abatist, 
dunc fust la chaene rompue 
et la lanpe tote espandue.) 
 (7712-18) 
 

One is tempted to hold one’s own breath—an act of willful insistence that time should 

not progress, that whatever currently is should stay that way.  

Camille’s opposition to Enéas is therefore present not only at the level of the plot; 

it is also ideological. While she is alive, she challenges the sort of submissive femininity 

that would be necessary in the romance’s final major female character, Enéas’s wife 

Lavine. On the battlefield, Camille remains an object of potential male penetration—yet 

her martial prowess preserves her virginity. In response to Enéas’s ally’s rather crude 

suggestion that she prostitute herself and fight only “during the night … all on your back 
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(par nuit  … tot an gissant)” (7077), she proudly replies, “I do not know how to fight on 

my back (ne me sai pas combatre anverse)” (7125). For Camille, combat is not a mere 

matter of opposition to Enéas’s reign, but a way of life—one crucially linked to her 

avoidance of the model of female sexuality demanded by Enéas’s troops. After her death, 

it seems, relatively little changes. The threat of penetration is both repeated and translated 

into a symbolic register—a dove threatened by an arrow rather than a militant woman 

threatened by armed men. Camille is stripped of her active nature; she does, as her Trojan 

opponent wished, lie on her back. Yet despite the spear-wound in her chest, she retains 

her fascination as a not-yet-penetrated character.62 

 As Noah Guynn argues, the arrow fired by a mechanical archer echoes the death 

wound and therefore “offers a clear model for rectifying gender insubordination and 

reestablishing male supremacy through violent aggression” (66). In Guynn’s reading, the 

masculine archer is an ideological necessity; otherwise, Camille is too powerful and 

disruptive a figure to be allowed into readers’ minds. Similarly, as J.D. Reed writes, 

“Camilla’s sex—or her androgyny, similar to that of the virago Dido, the female dux?—
                                                

62 The obsession with death, and particularly images of frozen death, evokes common visual and poetic 

representation of Christian martyrs (especially women). As Robert Mills puts it, such images offer a 

“partial suspension of context and historical time” that allow “dehistoricizing manoeuvres of a different 

sort, sexual responses, that, as Guillaume Caranda’s pardon document announces, go ‘against the honor of 

Christianity,’” or that work as “temporally extended, contingent, floating spaces” whose comprehension 

requires “a frame of reference in addition to the theological and the proscribed” (199). Roman d’Enéas 

certainly reflects such captivating cognitive moves, although its images serve and deconstruct political 

(rather than religious) orthodoxy. 
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imparted to her some of the queen’s powerful consciousness that will not be kept down” 

(84). Yet in the romance’s second, symbolic repetition of Camille’s death, the arrow is 

not let loose—and indeed, may not ever be released. The description of Camille’s tomb 

therefore memorializes a moment before violent aggression is allowed to counter 

feminine militancy. Indeed, it even offers the possibility of extending that moment far 

beyond the short span of Aeneas’s life. If the final image strips Camille of her agency and 

life, it gives her a ghostly afterlife that preserves her as a whole entity, not yet destroyed 

by the masculine forces represented by the archer. 

1D) Theorizing Sexualized Images and Narrative Interruptions 
The tendency of certain forms of powerful images, whether imagined or 

physically present, to disrupt dominant narrative modes is not limited to medieval texts. 

Nor has the presence of remarkably similar images in modern visual culture gone 

unnoticed by medievalists. One particularly useful strand of discourse emerged from film 

studies in the last quarter of the twentieth century. In 1975, Laura Mulvey theorized the 

odd role of still images of female characters within 20th-Century Hollywood productions. 

As she writes, “women displayed as sexual object is the leitmotif of erotic spectacle: 

from pin-ups to strip-tease, from Ziegfeld to Busby Berkeley, she holds the look, and 

plays to and signifies male desire” ("Visual Pleasure" 2186). Observing the tendency for 

films to break with their standard narrative in order to direct the gazes of both characters 
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and the audience on women (or, more precisely, female body parts), she argues that 

filmic attendance structures the viewer as implicitly male.63  

Within this gender structure, Mulvey argues, films deploy multiple temporalities. 

On one hand, the camera produces the “illusion of Renaissance space, flowing 

movements compatible with the human eye, an ideology of representation that revolves 

around the perception of the subject,” where “the camera’s look is disavowed in order to 

create a convincing world in which the spectator’s surrogate [that is, the film’s male 

hero] can perform with verisimilitude” ("Visual Pleasure" 2192). In this, the audience is 

distanced from the immediacy of their pleasure, absorbed in the illusion that the 

camera—and their own gazes—do not exist. However, the erotic gaze upon the woman 

destroys that illusion, since it brings with it a complex mixture of desire and fear. When 

(as inevitably happens) “the erotic image [of a woman] on the screen appears directly 

(without mediation) to the spectator, the fact of fetishisation, concealing as it does 

castration fear, freezes the look, fixates the spectator and prevents him from achieving 

any distance from the image in front of him” ("Visual Pleasure" 2192). Extreme close-

ups of a woman’s legs or face trigger the sort of masculine response that breaks the 

illusion of an external space with its transparent narrative progression. Instead of 

remaining engaged with the external narrative, the narrator is engaged with more 

immediate reactions. As in Freud’s late discussion on the (male) viewer’s response to the 

                                                
63 Mulvey’s later analysis of female viewership posits a more complicated gaze, but one still essentially 

ruled by Freudian narrative conventions. As she writes, “the female spectator’s fantasy of masculinization” 

is always “at cross-purposes with itself, restless in its transvestite clothes” ("Afterthoughts" 15). 
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Medusa’s head, which “turns him to stone” but also offers the consolation of an erection 

(Freud 202), so too these images freeze the reader while triggering a biological response. 

This description offers an uncanny echo of the narrative and optics present in the 

Roman d’Enéas, where the tomb of Camille is similarly engineered to produce a mixture 

of desire for Camille, and fear for the ease with which she could be destroyed. Here the 

female (or male) erotic image is both an integral part and a disruptive force within a 

narrative that otherwise goes out of its way to appear transparent and linear. Moreover, 

the presence of such strong visual elements within purely verbal romances complicates 

Mulvey’s description of the power of cinematic technology. The act of hearing medieval 

texts can be not only erotic but also specifically visual, in a way that anticipates the more 

obviously visual dynamics of twentieth-century cinema. 

Mulvey’s work on film studies has therefore become a touchstone for medieval 

criticism. While scholars like Carolyn Dinshaw have paralleled and elaborated upon 

Mulvey’s implicit association of pre-renaissance time with fetishization,64 many critics 

have used film studies in order to chart the growth and establishment of medieval optics, 

and particularly the use of female figures in vernacular romance. Sarah Stanbury, for 

instance, has done much to establish film studies as a methodology capable of finding 

                                                
64 In Dinshaw’s analysis, the medieval itself exists as a category within American narrative cinema. “The 

medieval represents things that cannot be eradicated, despite efforts to construct something free of them—

represents, that is, the impurity of these apparently pure concepts (straightness, whiteness, identity)” (189). 

There is a remarkable similarity between this disruptive representation of the medieval and Mulvey’s sense 

of a non-“Renaissance” direct eroticism that disrupts the form of narrative cinema.  
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within medieval texts “complex and composite representations of that [male] gaze as a 

generative process, one that creates self through its very apprehension of the other—the 

body as seen through the gaze of an eye-of-the-beholder” ("Feminist"), even as she 

emphasizes the ways that so many medieval seers seem to lack even the inconsistent form 

of visual control offered by modern cinema.65 Simon Gaunt offers a similar discussion of 

the specific mutation of the male gaze found in troubadour lyrics. He argues that “the 

troubadour lyric is … a discourse in which only women can truly be the subject of the 

gaze, but in which they may see only one thing (a man) and then only as he wishes to be 

seen” ("The Look" 91). As Sarah Salih writes, such productive cross-temporal 

engagements indicate “a perception that medieval culture was intensely visual, as much if 

not more so than contemporary culture” (224).  

If medieval culture was deeply visual, the form of optics that emerged from the 

twelfth century onwards was less regimented than modern visual culture. Indeed, at the 

same time as the romance and its community came into being, Christian society in 

general began to be much more concerned with the nature and effects of human sight.66 

Caroline Walker Bynum charts the way that, starting in the twelfth century, “the late 

                                                
65 For one example, see her description of the titular characters of Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde, who 

“collapse space with their gazes,” manage to “internalize the other’s gaze as their own,” and therefore fail 

at becoming the “true voyeur who protects himself by distance and controls the fantasy he constructs” 

("Voyeur" 150-1). 

66 Nonetheless, for a discussion of the earlier treatment of visualizations and memory in Latin theory and 

vernacular practice among the Chansons du geste, see Leverage, esp. 129-74. 
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Middle Ages saw alongside virulent hostility to images not only an increasing awareness 

of the power of materiality but also a self-conscious understanding in iconography and 

craftsmanship that the stuff of which objects are made is part of their impact” (Christian 

121). Images became explicitly to be viewed not just as necessary cultural backdrops or 

icons, but also as entities with their own (often dangerous, often controversial) spiritual 

and cultural agency. Nor was the act of seeing a passive reception of visual objects. As 

Thomas Lentes writes, it is not only true that “the inner person would always adapt to 

what he saw,” but also that “the inner state of a person could be deciphered from the 

manner in which he gazed” (361-2). Objects and subjects are thus co-constituted in the 

act of gazing; from the perspective of medieval theology, the only sovereign perceiver 

who impassively views and catalogues independent objects is God. 

While Bynum focuses on the religious power of images, the power of sight was 

equally present in secular forms. As Suzannah Biernoff demonstrates, the twelfth century 

brought an intensification of intersubjective aspects of medieval sight and the ways in 

which sight was associated with bodily and therefore spiritual vulnerability and 

weakness. While both psychoanalysis and medieval philosophy offer “discourses of 

desire” in which “the eye is eroticized as an organ of penetration and a penetrated orifice, 

closely resembling the flesh in its permeability or libidinal activity,” nonetheless in 

medieval discourse “there is no paradigmatic masculine gaze which might be denied to, 

or appropriated by female viewers” (41). Sight, as understood by medieval thinkers and 

enacted in medieval texts, partakes of the disorders of the flesh; yet it is not, as in modern 

culture, disciplined so as to point only at female bodies or assume a male viewer. 
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Unfortunately, this visual tendency is not necessarily less sexist than our modern ocular 

organization. Biernoff provides an example of a medieval illustration that indicates Eve’s 

sin in the Garden of Eden as occurring through her lascivious gaze on the apple. Here the 

feminine is explicitly tied to the weakness of the flesh, but this weakness is located 

precisely in Eve’s ability to gaze upon (and therefore absorb) a visual object of 

temptation, an ocular that twines visual agency and vulnerability together.67  

These growing concerns about optics in twelfth-century culture leave their most 

explicit mark on considerations of love in the final sections of the Roman d’Enéas. In 

depicting the romance between Lavine and Enéas, the poem provides its own version of a 

female gaze that simultaneously disturbs and compels, in the form of Lavine’s first sight 

of Enéas. There, as Stephen G. Nichols writes, “the act of seeing, stressed throughout the 

passage … actively underscores the projection of the external scene on the retina of 

Lavinia’s mind. And this physical imprinting of the scene on her mind occasions a 

physical reorientation of her whole being toward the object of her visual regard” (66). 

Yet while the text takes pains to describe the process of image recognition as it occurs for 

Lavine, there is a disjunction between the work’s most powerful theorization of the gaze 

and its most powerful practice of ekphrastic description. Even as the text explores the 

purportedly regularizing effects of the gaze shared between Lavine and Enéas that 

                                                
67 Additionally, a number of medieval discourses complicate even the association of women with 

weakness of the flesh. As Bynum points out, studies of medieval texts have increasingly demonstrated 

“how polymorphous are medieval uses of gender categories and images” ("Why" 16). Forms of misogyny 

that dominate in one discursive field might be reversed or ignored in another. 
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engenders the Roman empire, it provides an alternate visual effect through its series of 

funerary monuments. 

1E) Those Who Are Forgotten 
Camille’s memorial is not the first such structure in the poem—nor are the 

characters she is associated with always female. Her funeral structure is, in fact the third, 

last, and most elaborate edifice constructed in honor of a dead character. The two 

previous objects of memorialization, Dido and Pallas, share with Camille their position as 

that which must be discarded to make room for Virgil’s empire. Each of these figures is 

also marked as deviating from normative sexuality. Above, I discussed the way that 

Lavine’s refusal to “fight on her back at night” marked her as an aberrant form of 

femininity; the cases of Dido and Pallas are far more clear-cut. Dido, after all, was read 

as a sexual distraction from Aeneas’s pious fate since at least Augustine, while Pallas is 

posthumously and explicitly accused of homosexuality by Lavinia’s mother in the French 

text. Together, the three characters comprise a triptych of alternate sexualities.68  

The strange form of desire associated with the romance’s funeral monuments is, 

to some extent, a faithful echo of the Aeneid itself. Virgil’s epic precedes the French 

romance in linking sexual and political discipline, as well as in depicting Camille and 

Dido as exotic examples of what Aeneas must avoid. As Reed writes, “from the very 

                                                
68 Christopher Baswell argues that Camille and Pallas actually combine to repeat the threat Dido 

represented as a powerful, erotic feminine presence. Thus even in the later sections “the Eneas also sees 

potential danger to its aristocratic order and historical destiny from two other fronts, erotic and feminine, 

though now in separate persons: Pallas and Camille” (Virgil 202). 
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beginning of her story Dido threatens to forestall Roman identity and meld it with the 

other” (88), even as it is precisely her threat to Roman identity which will allow Rome to 

see itself as occidental in contrast with a Carthaginian orient. Virgil also anticipates the 

French romance in offering an opposition between Aeneas’s imperial march and 

uncontrolled sexuality. Pius Aeneas, though no virgin, demonstrates a determination to 

remember his communal responsibilities even if it means abandoning his lover to do so.69 

Thus, as Glen W. Most writes, “the self-forgetfulness of erotic passion is generalized 

beyond the single case of love to become the constituent feature of all other forms of 

deep emotional involvement as well, whose self-destructiveness Virgil repeatedly 

emphasizes” (160). Indeed, Dido and Camille are, in Virgil’s epic, but two examples of 

disordered (and therefore self-destructive) desire. Dido seeks the love of Aeneas above 

all else, while Camilla’s desire is for battlefield glory, as embodied in the armor of slain 

foes. Both die in pursuit of their aims, and thus suffer a fate that the disciplined, self-

sacrificial Aeneas ultimately avoids.  

If the Aeneid pitted erotic forgetfulness against a stoic heroism that sacrifices 

desire in the pursuit of larger, communal goals, the Roman d’Enéas pits errant desire 

                                                
69 In the romance, as in the Aeneid, memory takes on a communal aspect. Just as Aeneas had to 

remember his political future and abandon the forgetful Dido, so too the poem emphasizes the necessity of 

cultural memory. As Paul Vincent Rockwell puts it, “The construction of a province of power and meaning 

is presented as being grounded in a retrogressive itinerary that passes through familial history” (123). Both 

texts, as well, demonstrate awareness that in order to remember one narrative of history, one must forget 

others. In order to remember his duty to Troy, Aeneas must forget his apparent promises to Dido. 
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against political-minded, domesticated conjugal passion. As Barbara Nolan argues, the 

poem aims “to explore the process of history in relation to subjective, circumstantial, 

deeply felt sexual desire” (117). Thus if Dido represents an excess of passion that blinds 

her to the political needs of her subjects even as it leads her to suppose (inaccurately) that 

Enéas reciprocates her desire,70 the poem also offers an alternative vision for sexuality in 

Lavine’s more laudable balance between erotic passion and political considerations.  

Lavine’s ability to love well, in Nolan’s analysis, demonstrates “the 

transformation of Ovidian ‘fole amor’ into a passionate love consonant with sound 

political marriage” (91). Reasonable marriage, rather than stoic self-sacrifice, is the 

poem’s dominant metonym for the well-ruled nation. As Raymond J. Cormier notes, “the 

ideal of secular community extolled in the Lavinia-Enéas episode is that a harmonious 

matrimonial union of love and duty will result in the successful production of glorious 

future generations,” reflecting “an ideal desire for a new order of peace on this earth” 

(One Heart 284-5). This ideal of marital harmony dovetails with Enéas’s mission to 

conquer Italy, now portrayed as an act of high medieval politics. “Aristocratic marriage, 

                                                
70 Rosemarie Jones writes that “Dido realizes that Eneas is not so strongly attracted to her as she to him, 

but imagines everything is all right when he becomes her druz” (35). Similarly, as Cormier demonstrates, it 

is because “Dido’s love is characterized as solitary” and unreciprocated that she opposes the “moral order” 

with her “erotic anarchy” ("Comunalment" 191). This fole or foolish love becomes such a defining 

character for the romance’s Dido that “once infected with love for Aeneas she is on a suicide course” (Shirt 

7). The Dido love story described in the romance, even more than its Virgilian precursor, is misguided and 

doomed from its very inception. 
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motivated by territorial expansion, is justified by love” (131). Enéas both conquers Italy 

and establishes a new romantic ideal, leaving the vain desires of Dido behind. 

What is true of Dido is true, mutatus mutandis, of not only Camille (as in Virgil) 

but of Pallas, Enéas’s male ally. In the romance, Camille represents the opposite extreme 

from Dido, suffering not from an excess of sexuality but rather a lack of sexual desire. As 

Christopher Baswell puts it, while “Dido’s erotic delay of Eneas threatens Trojan destiny 

in Italy,” it is “Camille’s proud rejection of sexuality [that] threatens lineage itself” 

(Baswell "Men" 161). At the same time, Camille also echoes Pallas. William Burgwinkle 

therefore observes “remarkable, and intentional, similarities between the treatment of the 

death of Pallas and that of the warrior woman, Camile” (33). These similarities, 

particularly as they evoke erotic attachment, indicate that (here, at least) “gender … 

transcends sex” (35). Yet if Dido represents the human capacity for self-delusion and 

Camille demonstrates a forbidden refusal to participate in the text’s erotic economy, 

Pallas’s one great failing is that his gender makes him an improper object of Enéas’s 

sexual attention. As Lavine’s mother makes explicitly clear, Enéas’s relationship with 

Pallas indicates that Enéas will lack any proper sexual attraction to Lavine.71 Thus in 

Noah Guynn’s words, Pallas represents “the flip side of her [Camille’s] gender 

inversion,” and is “coded as an androgynous fusion of chivalric prowess and alluring 

                                                
71 The poem’s antisodomical rant is famously used in Boswell’s treatise as evidence that twelfth-century 

France not only “tolerated open homosexual relations among the highest-ranking prelates of the church” 

but also allowed “gay sexuality among the laity” (228).  
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beauty” (68).72 Dido, Camille, and Pallas all represented not only distractions from 

Enéas’s quest, but also alternate erotic orders incompatible with his final objective: the 

conquest of Italy and his marriage partnership with Lavine. 

By incorporating erotic passions into its vision of the rightly-ruled 

commonwealth, the romance helped to define the terms for France’s emergent political 

organization. Simon Gaunt discusses the poem’s ability to serve France’s emerging 

nation-state precisely through its management of heterosexual desire. If earlier French 

ideologies emphasized male companionship on the battlefield, the Roman d’Enéas 

“replaces one type of male bonding with another;” in this new organization “the crucial 

difference is that male bonds are now mediated by women” (Gaunt "From Epic" 25). 

Enéas’s movement away from Dido, Camille, and Pallas therefore echoes and stands in 

for his movement from archaic social systems to mid-twelfth-century modernity.73  

Each of these characters must be excluded from the cultural world of the romance 

in order for the poem to accomplish its ideological work. It is fitting, then, that the 

narrator emphasizes in closing that all the entryways to Camille’s tomb are stopped up 

and the passages leading to her body taken down. However, given the continuing power 

                                                
72 Virgil’s text is not nearly as explicit about any erotic component between Aeneas and Pallas. However, 

it does provide lexical links between Pallas and Dido, which hints that these figures had a similar effect on 

Aeneas. For a discussion of these Virgilian connections, see Putnam "Posessiveness" 12-13. 

73 Alfred Alder points out that the romance’s  “old ‘Carthage’ is hoary with acquisitive selfishness, 

burghers’ wiles” and contrasts with the poem’s newfound ideal of “the refined, and, spiritually competent 

homme moyen sensuel, burgher as well as military man” (80). 
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of Camille’s appearance, it is fair to note that the reader’s desires are not necessarily 

locked out so easily as the poem insists. As Christopher Baswell observes of both Dido 

and Camille, though she is “disempowered, finally marginalized, she is nonetheless a 

persistent memory” and therefore “she feels assured of the temporal dilation of 

permanent presence in the private Trojan imagination” (Virgil 304). This strange 

temporal dilation, however odd, is not exclusive to medieval French romance, nor 

(despite uncanny echoes) is it precisely Virgilian. Indeed, the textual and visual processes 

at work in these funeral monuments echoes practice in the medieval classroom. It is in the 

Eclogue of Theodolus that the erotics of figures such as Dido, Camille, and Pallas have a 

much fuller expression, even as the classroom includes some of the most savage 

indications of how they can be countered. 

PART II: PHYLLIS, DIDO, AND CAMILLE 

2A) Dealing with Phyllis: Visual Affect in Ecloga Theoduli 
Imagery in The Eclogue of Theodolus is frequently a structural principle. As 

Chapter 1 demonstrates, connections between Pseustis’s mythological narratives and 

Alathia’s Old Testament responses are diverse, yet throughout the text primacy is given 

to figures and motions. Often, indeed, motions are given an impromptu and 

counterintuitive moralization, as in Round 6 when Noah’s descending dove is praised 

while Ganymede is brought violently to Olympus.74 It is, however, worth taking some 

                                                
74 For a detailed consideration of this exchange, see Chapter 1, section 1c above. 
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time to look at passages where Pseustis’s and Alathia’s stories seem to have obvious 

connections. 

The poem tends to cluster the most direct parallels between Pseustis’s stories and 

Alathia’s responses in its opening exchanges. In the first five exchanges alone, we have 

four connections that are immediately apparent in summary: dueling accounts of creation 

(Round 1), exile from paradise (Round 2), the first sacrifice offered to God/the gods 

(Round 3), and worldwide floods (Round 5).75 In these Alathia positions herself as a less 

sentimental figure than Pseustis, reflecting a religion that allows for a more cynical view 

of humanity than Pseustis’s at least initially optimistic paganism. Pseustis’s opening 

story, for instance, introduces the golden age of Saturn’s reign. Alathia’s account of 

creation lasts only “until, persuaded by his spouse, he [Adam] drank the viper’s poison 

and therefore mixed drinks of death for us all (coniuge vipereum donec suadente 

venenum / hausit eo cunctis miscendo pocula mortis)” (42-3).76 Similarly, where in round 

two Pseustis describes the golden age as fading to silver when Jupiter exiled his father, 

                                                
75 Nonetheless, obvious connections persist throughout the work. In Round 20, for example, Orpheus’s 

magical music that calms deadly spirits is echoed by David’s ability to soothe the demon inhabiting King 

Solomon through his expert harping. Similarly, Round 26 shows only minimal differences between the two 

narratives in either theme or content. Pseustis opens with the punishment of King Salmoneus for pretending 

to be Jupiter. Alathia responds with the story of King Nebuchadnezzar, who was punished for “Knowing no 

god but himself  (Inscius esse Deum nisi se)” (241).  

76 For sources of the Eclogue, see note 18 in Chapter 1, introduction. 
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Alathia describes nature as being turned “into ashes (in cinerum)” as a result of the Fall 

of humanity (50). 

This darker—or perhaps more realistic—perspective on the universe does have 

exceptions. In Round 4, Pseustis tells of the divine transformation of Lyacon into a wolf, 

while Alathia speaks of God saving Enoch, a rare “reverer of justice in a polluted world 

(iustitiae polluto cultor in orbe)” (65), by permitting him to enter Heaven without ever 

experiencing death. Indeed, Alathia’s combined pessimism about the world and hope in 

divine providence is perhaps most clear in Round 9. Whereas Pseustis tells the story of 

Daedalus’s tragic attempt to save his son from prison, Alathia tells the story of Abraham 

and Isaac. The result is a nearly perfect moral chiasmus. Daedalus tries to save his too-

arrogant son, but his son dies; Abraham submits to sacrifice his son to God, but is spared 

at the last moment so that father and son descend the mountain together. Sheer optimism, 

in Alathia’s narrative ecology, is feeble; only those willing to recognize the corrupt 

nature of the world and submit to even the darkest of divine commands can hope for 

salvation.77 

Within this environment, Pseustis introduces a scene of quite remarkable erotics 

and marked affinities to the architectural elegies of Roman d’Enéas. Adapting the famous 

                                                
77 Alathia also associates Christianity with the miraculous provision of sons one stanza earlier, in Round 

8. There, she responds to Pseustis’s story of the time when Apollo is stripped of his godhood for a year. 

Matching exile to exile, she tells the story of Abram and Sara’s search for the Promised Land, but ends 

hopefully when God provides them with a miraculous son despite Sara’s old age. 
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story of Phyllis and Demophon (and probably drawing his details from Ovid), he begins 

Round 10 as follows: 

Phyllis, overcome with love for proud Demophon, 
in tears exchanges the rigid cork-tree for her own body. 
But he returns and, lying on his back, bathes the trunk with his lips. 
Phyllis, as if sensing the kisses, responds to him with leaves. 
 
(Phillis amore gravi Demofontis capta superbi  
Mutat flebiliter rigidum pro corpore suber; 
Ille reversus eo truncum rigat ore supino 
Occurrit foliis, ceu senserit oscula, Phillis.) 
 (109-112) 

 

This scene is, by modern standards, a very odd choice for a school-text. Demophon’s oral 

caress, offered while lying on his back and resulting in Phyllis’s shivering response, has a 

decidedly sexual overtone. In fact, Herren’s is the only complete English translation to 

include this semi-erotic image; the other three erase any hint of sexual deviancy.  In place 

of the Latin word ore (with his mouth), they declare that Demophon responded to Phyllis 

only “with his tears.”78 

The emotional impact of the image bears remarkable continuities with that of 

Camille’s tomb. Both scenes focus on a woman who is desirable, though perhaps over-

                                                
78 Various translations offered are “looking upward he wet the trunk with tears” (Pepin 31), “waters the 

trunk with tears from his upturned face” (Thomson and Perraud 131), and “he bedewed the trunk with 

reverent tears” (Kline 197). Marjorie Curry Woods, however, quotes an unpublished adaptation by Harry 

Butler and Sandra Bernhard that agrees with Herren and translates the passage more literally; Demophon 

“moistens the trunk with upturned mouth” ("Teaching" 128).  



  

 86 

reaching in her aims.79 Both translate the woman’s body into a rigid object that 

nevertheless retains its ability to serve as a visual spectacle and object for desire. Finally, 

in both cases the images center on unnatural transformations. If Camille is at her most 

compelling when her body is sumptuously buried and tenuously preserved forever, 

Phyllis, too, is most compelling as a tree. Having exchanged her human body for rigid 

bark, she still retains the magical ability to respond to her lover’s touch. 

This scene is perhaps exceptional within the Eclogue in terms of its explicit 

eroticism. While the poem is not shy about discussing rapes real or attempted, adultery 

real or accused, and even the pleasures women can bring to men,80 nowhere else is there 

                                                
79 The framing of the first line is intriguing; the first and final words stress not the relationship between 

Phyllis and Demophon so much as the relationship between Phyllis and Demophon’s haughtiness. That is, 

Phyllis reaches for a fruit beyond her grasp when she seeks Demophon’s love. 

80 By my count, at least 10 out of 37 rounds involve clear and explicit references to sexuality. These are 

the adultery accusations of round 12, Europa’s rape by Zeus in bull form in round 14, Zeus’s cuckolding of 

Amphitryon in round 17, the betrayal of Hercules and Samson by their lovers in round 18, the affair 

between Tithonus and Aurora in round 24, the divine impregnation of Danae in round 28, the village 

elders’ attempt to blackmail Susanna into having sex with them in round 29, the comparison of Medea and 

Judith in round 30, Scylla’s desire to share Minos’s bed in round 31, and finally Alihtia’s frank praise of 

the sweetness of women to men in round 34. This count, however, perhaps underestimates the degree to 

which the poem deals with human sexuality; I am omitting exchanges such as Round 16, which recounts 

events surrounding Jove’s rape of Io without referencing the sex-act itself. Round 30 is both noteworthy 

and illustrative of the general trend. It is illustrative, in that Alathia refers to Judith’s seduction and 

execution of the invading general Holofernes quite frankly. It is noteworthy, in that it is the only case in 

which Alathia seems to approve of illicit sexual unions. Within its immediate context, a cluster of 
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such a vivid image of unabashed erotic pleasure. Indeed, Pseustis rarely draws on any 

image so compellingly self-contradictory.  

Medieval audiences recognized the danger of Pseustis’s anecdote, and 

manuscripts of Theodulus bear witness to two very different strategies of response to 

Pseustis’s image. The commentary surrounding Pseustis’s passage attempts to distance 

itself from close reading while simultaneously naturalizing the passage. Alathia’s 

response, as I will demonstrate below, may form the text’s masterpiece of re-

contextualized images even as it strives to erase the eroticism that directly precedes it. 

Unlike the commentary, she takes seriously the power of Pseustis’s central image and re-

works it in order to turn attraction to Phyllis to disgust. While each models a different 

strategy of dealing with these pre-Christian distractions, they both bear witness to the 

imaginative power of this figure of a pagan woman, even when found in the midst of a 

text used to teach students the seemingly innocent fundamentals of language and 

narrative. Yet before examining the details of these twin responses to Pseustis’s 

compelling image, it is useful to look at some basic considerations of how the brain 

associates emotions with mental images in general. This data, though drawn from 

contemporary neuroscience, illuminates a key struggle shared by not only these texts, but 

also more broadly within medieval Christian literary culture. 

                                                
exchanges in which Pseustis uses tales of vicious or vulnerable women to intimidate or criticize Alathia, 

one moral seems clear. Under the rule of the Judeo-Christian God, even seemingly improper uses of female 

sexuality can be part of God’s plan to punish impious men. 
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2B) Images, Emotions and Brains 
Both the Roman d’Enéas and the Eclogue of Theodolus obsess over emotionally 

powerful images of transhuman eroticism. As we have seen above, the image of 

Camille’s funeral (as well as Dido’s and Pallas’s) in the Roman d’Enéas abounds in 

compelling paradox. Moreover, this compulsion corresponds with patterns observed both 

in contemporary film studies and in medieval visual theory, which productively explore 

the relationship between images (imagined or present) and human desire, even as they 

allow us to chart surprising differences between modern and medieval forms of erotic 

imagination. Similarly, the Eclogue features a woman who, though transformed into a 

tree, manages to capture Phyllis’s affections, and possibly the reader’s as well. Yet even 

as I trace medieval images to a possible pedagogical source, it is useful to consider some 

discoveries in contemporary neuroscience that may allow a more detailed consideration 

of the ways that humans process images and emotions. 

In the first place, as I have argued above, it is crucial to remember that 

neuroscience need not imply any simple form of cognitive determinism; the biological 

aspects of human brains are only one part of a larger, social, ever-changing whole. As 

Varela, Thompson, and Rosch put it, there is a “growing conviction that cognition is not 

the representation of a pregiven world by a pregiven mind but is rather the enactment of a 

world and a mind on the basis of a history of the variety of actions that being in the world 

performs” (9). This world, moreover, has long been recognized as consisting of human 

artifacts and cultural creations, and even structured by trained perceptions and linguistic 
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distinctions, so that psychological studies need not explain away human culture. As Andy 

Clark argues,  

the world of artifacts, texts, media, and even cultural practices and 

institutions, might be for us what the actively created whorls and vortices are 

for the Bluefin tuna. Human brains, raised in this sea of cultural tools, might 

develop strategies for advanced problem solving that ‘factor in’ these external 

resources as profoundly and deeply as the bodily motions of the tuna factor in 

and maximally exploit the reliable properties of the surrounding water (349).  

Like the Bluefin tuna, we are reliant on structures beyond ourselves for much of our 

cognition; indeed, our biological makeup takes such structures into account. The human 

brain is therefore always already a product (and, partially, a producer) of its environment, 

and studies of its structures cannot ignore its larger context.  

Moreover, the brain itself is always actively constructing its own perceptions of 

the world. As Di Paolo, Rohde, and De Jaegher explain the issue, one’s sense of the 

world is “the outcome of the dialog between the active principle of organisms in action 

and the dynamics of the environment,“ and this action in turn is “always an activity with 

a formative trace, never merely about the innocent extraction of information as if this was 

already present to a fully realized (and thus inert) agent” (39-40). That is, an observer 

(say, a student encountering the Eclogue of Theodolus) neither passively receives an 

external world nor actively overrides his or her textual situation, but rather dynamically 

interacts with a cultural artifact in a way allowing for the potential of dramatic change. 

This observation, long a commonplace of literary criticism yet still gaining traction 
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within neuroscientific and cognitive communities,81 is in its general shape both strikingly 

resonant with medieval theories of perception and congruent with the theoretical 

approaches discussed above.82 

Chapter 1 demonstrates one way in which theories of embodied cognition can 

provide readers with new insights into the action of literary texts. There, Lakoff and 

Johnson’s cognitive linguistics offers insight into the way brains repurpose lived 

experience in order to build complex abstractions. Cognitive linguistics, in turn, enables a 

recognition of how Alathia’s example might show students how even seemingly 

commonplace mental associations can be deconstructed to provide novel connections. In 

this chapter, I will look more closely at one aspect of embodied cognition: the intimate 

relationship between images (especially those imagined as a response to literary texts) 

and emotions, and the way these associations are continually formed on the basis of 

experience. More specifically, I will examine Antonio Damasio’s influential concept of 

somatic markers. In his research, emotions are shown to be both essential in everyday 

reasoning tasks and constantly trained by our experiences and narratives. His discussions 

and conclusions can therefore shed light on the emergence, theorization, and mutation of 

certain patterns of vivid emotional experience conveyed in medieval texts. 

                                                
81 For a fuller discussion of enactive embodied cognition, see Froese and Paolo. 

82 See chapters 3 and 4 of this dissertation for more discussion of medieval theories of cognition. For an 

intriguing treatment of the way that psychoanalysis has migrated from a Freudian mode that saw the 

subconscious in purely symbolic language to a Lacanian mode that is far more compatible with enactive 

theories of cognition, see Varela, Thompson, and Rosch 47-51. 
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Emotions offer an interesting frontier on the boundary between attributes that 

appear innate (at least among neurotypical humans) and larger social or environmental 

contexts within which any individual is embedded. In the first place, there may be a set of 

“basic emotions” that are possibly biologically determined and are broadly congruent 

across cultures.83 These basic emotions are approximations for bodily states; they register 

hormone levels, muscle tension, heart rates, and a variety of other factors. These 

constantly fluctuating states are read (or, in some cases, misread) as emotions.84 

Fundamentally, then, emotions are not so much mental states as mental representations of 

bodily states (although sometimes they can be simulated without involving anything 

other than the brain). As Antonio Damasio puts it, “when the body conforms to the 

profiles of one of those [primary] emotions we feel happy, sad, angry fearful, disgusted” 

(Descartes' Error 149). Crucially, these processes are involved in every aspect of 

                                                
83 James A. Russell’s influential cross-cultural survey of emotions argues for a general congruency of a 

set of emotions across cultures. However, he also warns that since anglophone categories of “anger, fear, 

anxiety, depression and so on … are not universal … we have no guarantee that emotion, anger, fear, and 

so on are labels for universal, biologically fixed categories of nature” (J. A. Russell 444). For three stronger 

objections to the hypothesis that basic emotions are biologically fixed, see Barrett, Scherer 20, and 

Shweder. 

84 The ability of humans to misread their own emotions and motivations has been widely observed in 

laboratory settings, leading many to conclude that rather than knowing our thoughts directly, we estimate 

them on much the same basis as our ability to read others’ minds. For a persuasive overview of this 

perspective, see P. Carruthers. 



  

 92 

thinking, and always (at least in Damasio’s view) present whenever the mind forms 

images.85 

The bodily nature of emotions does not preclude the ability for human emotions 

to be trained; indeed, we are re-orienting our emotions every day. Psychologists often 

speak of secondary emotions (such as euphoria melancholy, shyness and panic) as affects 

whose precise nature is “tuned by experience, when subtler shades of cognitive state are 

connected to subtler variations of emotional body state” (Damasio Descartes' 149-50). In 

this sense, emotions felt by one person are always slightly different from emotions felt by 

another, and are in fact undergoing continuous evolution. 

Moreover, even the triggers that activate primary emotions are dynamically 

modified as we experience life, allowing our emotions to serve a remarkably large 

number of cognitive purposes. In practice, this training can be modeled as a relatively 

straightforward form of Hebbian conditioning, wherein neurons that fire together (or in 

sequence) wire together. Yet even simple conditioning produces a wide variety of 

preconscious emotional triggers among people with different personalities and 

experiences. Thus even if primary emotions develop in similar ways across cultures, the 

circumstances that arouse emotional responses are far from universal.  

Damasio’s famous example of both the way emotions are learned and their 

everyday utility is the so-called “Iowa Gambling Task.” He and his coworkers gave 

identical gambling opportunities to twenty neurotypical subjects and 8 subjects who 
                                                

85 As Damasio writes, “virtually every image, actually perceived or recalled, is accompanied by some 

reaction from the apparatus of emotion” (Feeling 58). 
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lacked basic emotional capacities (one of whom was nicknamed E.V.R.) Both groups 

were made up of people with sound reasoning skills, capable of theorizing the game with 

equal competence. However, in practice, the neurotypical subjects began to avoid decks 

that gave out more penalties than rewards after a few initial rounds. E.V.R. and his 

companions, on the other hand, began the game by taking cards in the same proportion as 

neurotypical players, but failed to make the same adjustment as people who experienced 

emotions normally did. In short, those without emotions continued to make decisions that 

went against their interests, while emotionally active subjects adapted their play style. (A 

brain-damaged yet fully emotional control group had results identical to the neurotypical 

players.) Moreover, neurotypical subjects’ abilities with the game improved over a period 

of six months, while E.V.R. and his cohort made no changes to their gameplay. 

Emotions, then, were demonstrated to be involved in long-term conditioning as well as 

short term reactions to complex experiences. 

The test demonstrated that, for neurotypical humans, all life experiences 

contribute to an emotional education. Notably, however, the information stored in our 

mental associations between images (whether these are of a certain deck of cards or an 

exotic yet doomed warrior woman) and emotions is preconscious and nondeclarative—

part of the cognitive nonconscious. This test became a key bit of evidence for Antonio 

and Hannah Damasio’s “somatic marker hypothesis,” a theory that “posits that the overt 

or covert processing of somatic states provides the value mark for a cognitive scenario” 
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(Bechara et al. 14).86 Emotions, and the nondeclarative knowledge they represent, are not 

irrational but rather crucial (if quite fallible) cognitive resources used to deal quickly and 

intelligently with an uncertain world. 87 

This study of emotional decision-making leads to a refinement of our 

understanding of not just emotions, but also the nature of mental images. Mental images 

are always emotionally marked, and these emotional linkages are trained through 

experience and do a great deal of cognitive labor. This is especially true when decisions 

need to be made quickly, or with the sort of incomplete information that requires more 

probabilistic calculations that the unaided brain is capable of. As it turns out, “going with 

your gut”—that is, responding to imagery with preconditioned reactions that often enlist 

biological systems far from the brain—has remarkable survival value. At the same time, 

Damisio’s studies unearth many of the mechanisms that allow our bodily responses to be 

revised by “not only entities and events with which the organism must interact, but also 

social conventions and ethical rules” (Damasio Descartes' 179). 
                                                

86 For a fuller discussion of this experiment, as well as some objections to Damasio’s somatic marker 

hypothesis, see Bechara et al. and Dunn, Dalgleish and Lawrence. 

87 The fallibility of our ability to judge both emotional and cognitive states of others (and ourselves) 

should not be understated. Zunshine traces just this phenomenon as the source for pleasure in narratives 

that allow the fantasy in which the body is immediately and perfectly legible. While showing how modern 

cognitive science has provided evidence for Judith Butler’s view of the body as always uncertain and 

always performed, Zunshine nonetheless argues that narratives which convey bodily affect and interpret its 

meaning represent “attempts to carve zones of certainty in our perception of the body,” fantasy states in 

which the ambiguities of embodied cognition are avoided ("Theory" 85). 
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Damasio’s focus on our selves as inextricably embodied, as Ashby Kinch writes, 

“creates an important space for medievalists to … return to medieval culture as a place to 

explore a body of art, literature, philosophy and religion that is driven by the dialectic, 

rather than the absolute distinction, between mind and body,” (263). One trivial 

application of Damasio’s thesis could be to chart the interpenetration of mind and body in 

the Eclogue’s opening scene. Both Pseustis and Alathia can be understood as 

neurotypical, in that they both exhibit the ability to experience and express normal 

emotions. Pseustis’s somatic markers are, in fact, doing precisely what they are designed 

to do when they identify Alathia as an ignorant rustic girl; he is reacting to her in a way 

that is consistent with his cultural emotional conditioning. More significantly, his 

narratives frequently demonstrate not only an ignorance of potential metaphoric uses of 

his own narratives, but also an inability to reconsider or consciously revise the emotional 

tone he applies to his various mental images. Alathia excels at both counterintuitive 

transformations. 

This point is banal—after all, everyone knows that Athenian boys will tend to 

think and behave in a certain way, and we equally know that such attitudes are generally 

tied to a cluster of human narratives, attitudes, institutions, and environments that we 

commonly refer to as “culture.” However, Damasio offers an account of emotional 

cognition capable of producing far more interesting results. One notable feature is that we 

are constantly reinforcing or challenging emotion-image associations in our own brain, 

and that this ability to revise our emotional reactions (without consciously attempting to 

do so) is crucial if we are to function in a complex and uncertain world. Perhaps even 
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more significantly, we can conclude that mental images, or the brain’s stored sketches of 

perceptual data, are used to identify emotional triggers and are constantly adapting to 

bodily experience. Whether recoiling in horror from a monstrous creation of film or 

pricking one’s ears to hear about the magical transformation of a mythological lover, 

each emotional experience is also a part of our emotional education. Unfortunately, this 

education is by no means infallible, and it is prone to unpredictable yet systemic 

arrangements neither necessary for survival nor ethically desirable. As Pseustis learned to 

his chagrin, a reliance on certain emotional associations can be a weakness; as Alathia 

demonstrated, being able to rewrite one’s own (and one’s audience's) associations 

between images and emotions can allow one to become a masterful wordsmith. 

2C) Containment and Rewriting: Marginal and Textual Responses to Pseustis 
Recognition of the power of Pseustis’s emotionally-charged image comes from 

both Alathia’s response and the poem’s commentary. The latter is particularly significant 

in tracking the work’s potential use in the classroom. At least 85 of the poem’s 

manuscripts come provided with full academic commentaries, while many of the 

remaining texts contain scattered commentary or notes.88 The first major commentary, 

that of Bernard of Utrecht, was composed at the end of the eleventh century and “was 

designed for young students at the elementary stage in their education” (Quinn 386). 

While none of Bernard’s commentaries survive from twelfth-century Normandy, and 

                                                
88 Cf. B. N. Quinn and Westra. For a brief survey of the Eclogue’s presence in France, see Hamilton 

"France." 
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only an unglossed twelfth-century manuscript was found in the city of Valenciennes, 

France, in the twelfth century, Bernard nonetheless provides us with the best glimpse into 

the attitudes and processes surrounding the teaching of Theodulus in primary education.89  

Bernard provides two levels of commentary for each of the Eclogue’s stories. 

First, he offers an extensive series of notes that help the reader to understand the literal 

level of the text. After that, he provides a mysterium or allegorical translation that 

attempts to provide a broader significance for the work. In the case of Pseustis’s account 

of Phyllis and Demophon, the mysterium is remarkably short, even by the standards of 

Pseustis’s commentary (which receive less detailed treatment than Alathia’s). The 

interpretation begins with a dismissive reference to the story's magical elements. “This 

alone is changed in the story: that she is said to change into a tree. For she hangs herself, 

most seriously fearing the punishment of her achieved adultery (Hoc solum in hac fibula 

mutatur, quod in arborem mutata dicitur; nam ipse se suspendit, graviorem perpetrati 

adulterii metuens penam).”90 The euphemistic interpretation of Phyllis’s story repeats 

Servius’s late fourth-century commentary on Virgil’s Eclogues, which simplifies Ovid’s 

multiplicity of suicides into a single image of Phyllis hanging herself.91 For Servius, as 

                                                
89 See Valencenensis, Bibliothèque municipale MS 549. Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France MS lat. 

2638, another manuscript created in the late twelfth or early thirteenth century and found in Paris, does 

contain more elaborate commentary. 

90 All Latin citations of Bernard’s commentary are taken from Jacobs. All translations are my own. 

91 While Ovid’s Phyllis is painted more clearly as a victim of Demophon’s abandonment, Ovid’s 

climactic vision of Phyllis’s despair similarly obsesses over the tools of suicide. As Ovid’s Phyllis puts it, 
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for Ovid, Phyllis’s suicide is the result of one who loved enthusiastically, if unwisely; she 

dies “both impatient of love and driven by sorrow (et amoris impatientia et doloris 

impulsu)” (Servius 55, translation my own). Thus even though Bernard’s blame of 

Phyllis may be somewhat motivated by Ovid’s presentation of the character, it represents 

a deliberate editorial choice. For Bernard, Phyllis kills herself not for love, or out of 

misguided passion, but out of terror of the consequences of her sin. The moralizing 

tendency here is obvious. 

Hand in hand with Bernard’s condemnation is his omission of any eroticism from 

the commentary. If Pseustis’s account provided Phyllius with a tender shiver, Bernard 

instructs readers to understand this moment as referring to something much more morbid. 

Demophon returns and discovers “the tree to bend with the burden of holding her up 

(arborem inflexam pondere suspensi).” No other motion is mentioned—neither Phyllis’s 

shivering branches nor Demophon’s strange kisses.92 Along with a moralization of 

Phyllis’s actions, Bernard’s commentary ignores the erotics of the lovers' final meeting. 

                                                
“oft do I long for poison; oft with the sword would I gladly pierce my heart and pour forth my blood in 

death. My neck, too, because once offered to the embrace of your false arms, I could gladly ensnare in the 

noose (saepe venenorum sitis est mihi; saepe cruenta / traiectam gladio morte prire iuvat. colla quoque, 

infidis quia se nectenda lacertis praebuerunt, laqueis inplicuisse iuvat)” (29). 

92 Again, this also departs from Servius. Servius doesn’t have Demophon respond to Phyllis with his 

mouth, but instead with his body—his actions are amplexus, a word connoting either an embrace or sexual 

congress, and as in the Eclogue his actions engender a shivering response. 
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The image that is perhaps most powerful in Pseustis’s account is therefore ignored 

in this commentary. Students are lead to dismiss any interaction between Phyllis and 

Demophon, as well as to ignore the strange transformation that serves as the core of 

Pseustis’s story. Instead, the commentary offers an entirely different image—that of a 

hanged woman receiving the penalty for her sexual immorality. The commentary is 

perhaps an effective moralization, associating Phyllis’s lack of sexual self-control with 

the mortal sin of despair and its deadly consequences, yet it requires students not to think 

too closely about the scene Pseustis’s words paint in his audience’s imagination. If this 

gloss indeed served as a guide to medieval classroom lectures, as seems to be the case, it 

indicates that some teachers went out of their way to minimize the emotional effects of 

the original passage. 

Alathia, on the other hand, offers a counter-narrative that revels in the details of 

Pseustis’s imagery, even as it turns Pseustis’s account on its head. Alathia’s response thus 

bears testimony to the power of Pseustis’s account, even as Alathia exercises her verbal 

powers at their most aggressive and combative. Rather than telling a story whose 

narrative parallels that of Pseustis’s, Alathia re-creates and re-contextualize the images 

and actions (and especially the latent sexual content) of Pseustis’s story. Her response 

also demonstrates, more clearly than Enéas itself, how emotionally charged images of 

female bodies (especially problematic historical figures), could be carefully manipulated 

in order to create ideological arguments. 

Alathia’s aggressive counter-image begins with her choice of material. Whereas 

elsewhere her stories often emphasize continuity between Pseustis’s narratives and her 
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own, here she opposes his amoral Ovidian source with one of the most stridently moral 

images from the Scriptures—the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. Set against the 

background of God’s destruction of two cities whose signature sin would come to be 

redefined in the late twelfth century as sexual vices,93 Alathia emulates Pseustis’s terse 

dialogue while transforming his central image: 

Divine power, dissolving Sodom into ashes 
thought to spare Lot, on account of his alliance with his uncle (Abraham). 
Segor provides safety, but a treacherous wife is turned 
into a statue of salt. Animals lick the rock (of salt). 
 
(In cinerem Sodomas solvens divina potestas 
Ob pactum patrui, Loth parcere cogitat uni; 
Servat eum Segor, sed perfidia vertitur uxor 
In salis effigem, lambent animalia cautem.) 
(113-6) 
 

The transformation of Lot’s wife is, of course, unoriginal to Alathia—but it shares in 

common with Pseustis’s narrative a central image of a woman transformed into 

something less than animal. Alathia does, however, invent her own detail to fill out the 

last half-line: the image of animals licking Lot’s salt-transformed wife. In this brilliant, if 

                                                
93 Though Baswell celebrates the urban tolerance of the early twelfth century, he also identifies “the 

single most prominent aspect of the period from the later twelfth to the fourteenth century” as “a sedulous 

quest for intellectual and institutional uniformity and corporatism throughout Europe” which bore with it a 

newfound and distinctive hatred for homosexuality (270). Boswell’s quotation of the late twelfth-century 

Lateran III is particular noteworthy, as it both condemns homosexuality and firmly defines it, rather than 

inhospitality, as the reason that God burned Sodom and Gomorrah (277). This shift in the ideological 

landscape could not have failed to influence teachers of The Eclogue of Theodolus, who would increasingly 

see Sodom and Gomorrah’s destruction as primarily punishments for sexual aberrance. 
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savage, refutation of Pseustis, Alathia counters the vivid image of the lover Demophon 

bathing Phyllis’s trunk with his kisses by presenting an equally vivid image of animals 

licking a woman’s now-inhuman body. While Phyllis responded vividly with her 

branches, Lot’s wife provides no similar response. 

This comparison plays into the poem’s general project of treating Christianity as 

more harshly realistic than the dreams of pagans, but it also demonstrates Alathia’s keen 

awareness of the power of Pseustis’s emotionally-evocative image. Phyllis potentially 

represents a form of trans-human eroticism threatening to Christian morality. Worse 

(from Alathia’s perspective, at least), this sexuality is far more attractive than previous 

brief accounts of pagan gods using humans for their pleasure, since it implies the 

possibility of unrestricted physical pleasures to those outside of the Christian order. Yet 

Alathia’s image—re-creating the body of a woman acting outside of the dictates of 

Christian morality, transforming that body, and subjecting that body to the invasion of a 

tongue—is a grotesquerie far more memorable than Pseustis’s original. The kisses 

applied to the bodies of women who disobey divine commandments, Alathia promises, 

are not pleasant romantic interludes, but harsh and (literally) animalistic acts of 

consumption. Whereas Bernard tried to distract attention from the details of Pseustis’s 

account, Alathia focuses squarely at his most moving detail, and transforms it into its 

opposite. 

The mysterium for Alathia’s tale is relatively limited, but the literal gloss gets 

carried away with expansion of this one crucial detail. Bernard of Utrecht invents 

imaginary spectators to make more emphatic the visual nature of Lot’s wife’s ultimate 
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fate. The phrase lambent animalia cautem (animals lick the rock) is explained as follows: 

“so that (anybody) who returned saw her, how she was gnawed by animals for nearly 

seven years, and on the Day of the Lord was entirely found out. (quia referunt qui eam 

viderunt, quod per septimanam pene corrodatur ab animalibus, et die Dominica integra 

repperiatur)” (Jacobs 45-6, translation my own). Alathia’s victory is final, not in that she 

provides (as Herren wants it) evidence for the question of whether “Christian tales … 

always exhibit higher moral values and yield happier outcomes than pagan ones” (201), 

but in the sheer emotional power of her visual imagination. The image of the salt-

transformed body being licked away by animals for years is powerful enough to force 

Pseustis’s otherwise-memorable image from the field in shame. As is so often the case 

throughout this poem, Alathia takes the crown not so much because of an inherent 

superiority located in Christianity, but because she is the master of visual rhetoric. 

Considerations of the power of images and counter-images are not limited to the 

classroom or to children’s instruction. Mary Carruthers vividly describes an early 

Christian conflict between Christians and worshippers of Apollo that moves in a similar 

manner. Merely destroying the temple of Apollo did nothing to stop citizens from 

worshipping Apollo; they rather worshipped him with more poignancy, with his ruined 

temple making a stronger emotional appeal to their memory. Finally, Chrysostom 

countered the image, in a move eerily similar to Alathia’s, by vividly re-creating the 

temple’s destruction in prose. In his (ultimately successful) argument, Chrysostom’s 

words do not obliterate the temple, but preserve it in its destruction while inscribing it in 

a new “associational map.” “Burnt and broken, it serves as a memory cue ‘for the 
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chastisement’ of future generations, who can remember both the pagan ‘thing’ associated 

with the column and that this ‘thing’ is now broken and has been re-placed” (M. J. 

Carruthers Craft 53). Long before the composition of the Eclogue of Theodolus, Christian 

rhetoricians demonstrated a careful understanding of their subject’s mental landscapes. 

The Eclogue, however, brought the figure of a poet capable of creating such vivid 

counter-images into the classroom.  

The use of imagined (and mostly female) bodies as a battleground for how visual 

imagination should be processed is therefore part of an established tradition. Indeed, 

perhaps the closest consideration of the cognitive effects of early childhood reading is 

found in Augustine’s Confessions. Though speaking of classical rather than medieval 

education, Augustine here gives explicit attention to the way emotionally wrought images 

can shape the imaginations and affections of pre-pubescent boys, and therefore to the way 

that images such as Pseustis’s pose a moral danger. The Confessions, in a move that 

anticipates modern cognitive theory, presents childhood texts as works capable of 

configuring the minds of young students and establishing patterns of thought whose 

problematic ethical import will last long into adulthood. 

2D) Augustine, Dido, and Errant Textuality 
The Eclogue of Theodolus both recognizes the danger of illicit emotion-image 

associations and works to create equally vivid counter-images. Yet the Roman d’Enéas, 

despite its use of a similarly seductive image of that which its hero must reject, offers no 

such chastising imagery. Instead of orienting themselves within a frame of argument and 
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response, whatever images and emotions Camille’s burial brings to mind find their 

broader context in their association with similar digressions away from the primary story.   

The images of both Phyllis and Camille echo the portrait of Dido found in 

Augustine’s Confessions. There, Dido becomes both the figure par excellence of the 

classical tradition and an early repository for Augustine’s errant desires.94 Indeed, as a 

consideration of both Augustine’s account and its context would show, the connection is 

eerily powerful—and speaks to the durability of a particular image, drawn from 

Augustine’s preadolescent education.95  

Augustine’s Dido is a complex figure, simultaneously representing the perils of 

literary education and shaming young Augustine for his frivolous attitudes. She is also, 

explicitly, a figure originating in the classroom. The first major mention of Dido occurs, 

in fact, as he tries to come to grips with the relationship of purely grammatical exercises, 

and early literary criticism centered around the Aeneid. As he writes: 

Actually, the basic lessons [in Latin grammar] were the more valuable ones, 
just because they went by rule, letting me acquire and retain the ability I still 
hold to read any book I come across, or to write exactly what I want to say—
things more useful than the strayings of some Aeneas that I was forced to 
memorize while forgetting that I was astray myself, better certainly than my 
tears for the perished Dido, who killed herself from love, while I, the truly 
pitiful one, was dry-eyed to my perishing, my God, from loss of you. 
 

                                                
94 And, it seems, only in his Confessions. For ways in which The City of God and other works suppress 

Dido in order to appropriate Virgil’s masculine authority, see Desmond Reading 78-83. 

95 Augustine’s discussion of emotional contagion (and its medieval echoes) is explicitly discussed in 

neuroscientific terms by Pfeiffer, although his discussions focus on Augustine’s consideration of theatrical 

rather than textual experience. 
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(Nam utique meliores, quia certiores, errant primae illae litterae quibus fiebat 
in me et factum est et habeo illud ut et legam, si quid scriptum invenio, et 
scribam ipse, si quid volo, quam illae quibus tenere cogebar Aeneae nescio 
cuius errores, oblitus errorum meorum, et plorare Didonem mortuam, quia se 
occidit ab amore, cum interea me ipsum in his a te morientem, deus, vita mea, 
siccis oculis ferrem miserrimus.) 
(Augustine Confessions I.13.20)96 
 

Dido is, in this account, at least as important a figure as Aeneas. As was the case with 

Phyllis and Camille, Dido is represented at the moment of her death. Again as with the 

earlier figures, the image of Dido provokes a profound response in the male figure 

reading about her. These feelings serve as distractions from the narrative’s central text; 

Augustine’s tears for Dido distract him from a vibrant relationship with God, just as 

Aeneas’s dalliance with Dido distracts him from his divinely mandated quest to conquer 

and rule Italy. 

Unlike the French romance, however, Augustine’s autobiography relates this 

emotionally powerful image to the process of linguistic education. While Augustine 

depicts the content of his earlier education as relatively benign, empowering him to read 

and write in accordance with his own desires, his study of the Aeneid is anything but 

innocent. Instead, Augustine sees in his education the replacement of the proper emotions 

he should have experienced with emotions that are at best worthless distractions and at 

worst represent the corruption of Augustine’s own desires. It might be bad enough that 

Augustine’s concern for Aeneas blinds him to the path of his own life; worse, his sorrow 

for Dido allows her to take on an improper role, captivating his attention so as to distract 
                                                

96 The Latin text for the Confessions is drawn from O’Donnell’s edition, while the English translation of 

Book I is taken from Wills. 
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him from the difficult emotional task of nurturing a right relationship with God. Dido, 

like Phyllis and Camilla, is dangerous because she is capable of redirecting readerly 

desires. Augustine, like Alathia, is observant enough to recognize the significance of this 

attraction. 

Strangely, this discussion of Dido’s influence on young Augustine emerges from 

the second half of Book I of the Confessions, a section explicitly concerned with 

Augustine’s life as a puer, or youth. In Augustine’s scheme, this time extends from the 

first moments of language acquisition until the awakening of sexuality ushers in 

adolescentia—a distinction carried on throughout the Middle Ages by later thinkers such 

as Isodore, whose insistence on the association between childhood and purity forms the 

basis for its etymology.97 Yet while Isodore emphasizes this stage of life’s innocence, 

Augustine emphasizes its relationship with language acquisition, and therefore with the 

host of errant desires and social temptations provided by language. Book I, chapter VIII, 

documents in detail Augustine’s entrance into language and childhood. The remainder of 

the book is concerned with Augustine’s linguistic and cultural development98 as well as 

the relationship between his individual experiences and those disciplinarian institutions 

society uses to inculcate both grammar and moral discipline. It is thus particularly 

significant that here Aeneas describes his misspent education as lodging in his memory 

                                                
97 Augustine is explicit about the organization of his first few books; chapters of Book One often begin 

and/or end with mention of Augustine’s juventes, while Book Two focuses on adolescence. For a brief 

survey of Augustine’s account of the ages of man and its medieval reception, see Burrow Ages 80-94. 

98 Cf. Cestaro 9-20. 
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before it lodges in his emotions: he tells how he was forced to memorize the worthless 

wanderings of Aeneas before he narrates his useless tears for a fictional version of Dido.  

Augustine’s attraction to Dido is passionate, but it is rooted first in his memory (he is 

forced to remember Dido) and then in his compassionate imagination (tears wasted on a 

fictional character); this attraction is nowhere marked as sexual. 

Dido becomes a more complex figure, however, when Augustine makes the 

transition from being a young puer to entering a hormonally-charged adolescentia. 

Indeed, Augustine frequently stresses the continuity between childhood tears shed over 

Dido and adolescent sexual passions spent promiscuously. Desmond thus concludes that 

Augustine “retrospectively interprets his early captivation with Virgil’s Dido as 

fornication (fornicatio)” and renounces “Dido as a figure who connects sexuality and 

death” (Reading 77). Yet if Augustine can be understood as projecting desires backwards, 

he can equally (perhaps more so) be seen to argue that, in part, the roots of his errant 

adolescent desires are textual. Just as Augustine traces the root of his sinful selfishness to 

the image of an infant taking more milk than he needs out of a sense of competition with 

his fellow infants, so here he traces his sexual sins not to an inwardly-generated urge, but 

to childhood interactions with texts. In this moment, textual conditioning takes the 

limelight, dictating the future of Augustine’s errant desires. 

Even as she stands for that which Augustine must reject, Dido remains 

compelling, partially through Augustine’s ability to show her as a source of paradox. She 

is at once a morally detestable suicide and a martyr to amore, the love that rhetorically 
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parallels the place of God in Augustine’s life.99 She is also the positive corollary to 

Augustine’s misspent passions: one who dies for a cause while Augustine kills himself 

pointlessly. Finally, she is the source and object of Augustine’s misspent passions—

which, again, are errant because they are focused on the wrong methods of reading. 

Despite her sexual attractiveness, Dido stands explicitly as a figure of textual 

promiscuity, representing not the wrong use of the body so much as the wrong method of 

engaging with words. This is not to deny the close relationship between the passion 

Augustine feels for Dido as a puer and the passion he turns towards non-literary women 

as an adolescens. On the contrary, it is to point to the way in which those sins that 

Augustine condemns in adolescent uses of his body are already present in the way pre-

adolescent Augustine engaged with words. By crafting a figure of Dido capable of 

holding such contradictory significations, Augustine reveals the potentially disruptive 

power of textuality itself to an attentive reader engaged with powerfully composed 

words. Linguistic promiscuity, it seems, is Augustine’s first sexual sin. 

Augustine moves away from Dido in a variety of ways. The errant textuality Dido 

comes to represent is associated with the pagan nature of Augustine’s education, a realm 

                                                
99 Indeed, Augustine’s other writings insist on a close identity between God and his chief attribute, 

which is love. In De Trinitate, for instance, he advises that the person who wishes to meet God should 

“embrace love which is God, and embrace God with love (Amplectere dilectionem deum et dilectione 

amplectere deum)” (VIII.12). By these standards, even if Dido is not part of the Christian elect, this young 

Augustine is indeed (as Augustine puts it in the Confessions) “more miserable (miserrimus)” than Dido 

(I.13.20). 
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in which the “wine of error (vinum erroris)” taught by drunken teachers corrupts 

blameless words (I.16.26), in contradistinction to an ideal of Scripture-centered Christian 

education. Virgil’s Dido is revealed to be a fake, since the learned deny the very fact of 

Aeneas having visited Carthage (I.16.22). In this way Dido comes to be excluded from 

Augustine’s ideal for Christian education, in which students progress from basic 

grammatical instruction to complicated meditations on Scriptures without any digressions 

into attractive, vivid, emotionally engaging and disruptive mental images. 

More intriguing, however, is Augustine’s association of Dido’s errors with a 

corruption of the will. As James J. O’Donnell writes, Augustine’s “past remains 

unintelligible to him except as a history of self-will,” (Augustine Confessions Ii 75). The 

fundamental ability to read and write in Latin is quia certiores, more certain, precisely 

because it empowers Aeneas “to read any book I come across, or to write exactly what I 

want to say (et legam, si quid scriptum invenio, et scribam ipse, si quid volo)” (I.13.20). 

Elementary grammar instruction thus serves as a neutral conduit for Augustine’s will, 

which ultimately ought to be exerted in the pursuit of God. The tears Dido generates, 

however, are dangerous precisely because they enslave Augustine’s will; only the 

rudiments of grammar, rules devoid of affective content, demonstrate the true value of a 

Latin rhetorical education. Hijacking Augustine’s affections, Dido represents the power 

of words to create unwanted emotional effects; responsive to this, Augustine condemns 

those aspects of his childhood education that (however pleasurably) introduced him to 

Virgil’s work. 
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If Augustine’s rejection of Dido implies a curricular ideal that rejects affective 

connections with ancient texts, the pedagogy he imagined was never to appear. 

Memorized in the Eclogue of Theodolus by young students and expanded in vernacular 

works such as the Roman d’Enéas, the image of the dead, remembered, eternally 

attractive pagan continued to exert her (or his) influence, even when actual encounters 

with Greco-Roman paganism were nonexistent. If Augustine indeed meant to lock Dido 

in the past, making her irrelevant to the mature concerns of future Christian forms of 

literacy, he did not succeed. Dido, along with other figures of seductive pre-Christian 

alterity, not only survived Augustine but insinuated herself into the very fabric in 

medieval thought. She did this, at least in part, as an object of grammar school education, 

taught by Christian subjects to Christian subjects. The association of the grammar-school 

classroom with errant textuality, as The Eclogue of Theodolus demonstrates, long 

outlived Augustine and robustly survived the death of classical paganism. 

Conclusion:  Dido’s Survival within the Christian Classroom 
A continuing image-cluster, representing compelling pre-Christian women as 

enduring objects of attraction and memorialization, persists throughout the Middle Ages. 

Augustine’s Dido is used as a representation of the dangers and distractions inherent in 

advanced textual studies, set in opposition to simple grammatical understanding which is 

meliores quia certiores. This Dido is an explicitly pagan figure; her rejection implies 

Augustine’s hope for a Christian form of textual studies free of such morally questionable 

distractions. Dido returns in Roman d’Enéas, however: first as herself, and later as two 

figures who differ in gender and temperament, but not in their classification as threats to 
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the future political order promised by Enéas’s divinely mandated journey towards the 

foundation of Rome. In the Roman, Dido (along with Camille and Turnus) is buried and 

entombed in a memorable, striking, and captivating fashion. The descriptions of these 

three characters’ tombs form a counter-narrative capable of distracting readerly desires 

away from the text’s otherwise streamlined celebration of eventual triumph and towards 

those figures whose sacrifice along the way gives The Aeneid so much of its power.  

Both contemporary neuroscience and medieval discourse emphasize the close 

relationship between images and emotions, and the ability of both to be influenced by 

conditioning. The Eclogue of Theodolus, as a representative of Latin pedagogical 

practices, provided medieval writers with vivid examples of the ability of language to 

subvert and recontextualize mental images. Through its conjunction of the pagan Pseustis 

and Jewish Alathia, it hearkened back to Augustine’s world in which Christian and 

classically pagan people lived and argued together. Yet Alathia’s truth, unlike the 

grammatical studies Augustine championed, is as emotionally articulated as Pseustis’s—

if not more so. The Eclogue’s Greek antagonist creates vivid memories of a pagan 

woman, while his opponent Alathia transforms his image, demonstrating the ability of 

language to support its representative of Christian truth, or for the linguistically powerful 

Christian orator to overcome her imagined pagan interlocutor. 

Read against Augustine’s Confessions alone, Enéas seems (bizarrely) to re-create 

Augustine’s struggles against seductive figures from pagan texts. It re-writes Augustine’s 

religious narrative in a political context, replacing Augustine’s search for God with 

Enéas’s quest for Rome (and, by extension, France). Yet its elaborate obsession with 
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pagan women, like Augustine’s mental dalliance with Dido, works contrary to the textual 

aims otherwise present. 

Read against The Eclogue of Theodulus, Enéas’s interest in funerary monuments 

becomes more legible. The sort of complex, seductive, affective rhetoric Augustine 

associates with pagan teaching is no random artifact, but an honored part of the Christian 

classroom. When dealing with funerary monuments and elaborate visuals fraught with 

emotional intensity, Enéas hearkens back to the vivid struggle between Pseustis and 

Alathia. In focusing on people who stand outside the political order Enéas will ultimately 

found, however, the romance leaves its readers strange funerary moments that parallel 

Pseustis’s narratives—free-floating images of attractive difference—with no Alathia to 

exercise rhetorical power and bring them in line with the text’s overarching aims. 
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SECTION II: THE LITERATURE OF MEDIEVAL COGNITIVE 
SCIENCE 

Chapter 3: Intellectual Satire and Nonhuman Cognition in the Owl and 
the Nightingale 

Introduction: Embodied Debate and Avian Materialism 
In Chapter 1, I examined some ways that the Eclogue of Theodolus modeled 

visual and spatial narrative rhetoric while associating Christian textual practice with 

diverse and often counterintuitive transformations of the significance of described 

motions. In Chapter 2, I discussed the way its economy of imagery provides a medieval 

analogue to the oddly compelling funerary monuments of the Roman d’Enéas. A 

profoundly different use and reaction to The Eclogue of Theodolus emerges in the Owl 

and the Nightingale,100 one of the first great works of Middle English literature. The Owl 

and the Nightingale expands on the ability of the Eclogue to model debate as profoundly 

shaped by its natural circumstances—specifically, the desires and circumstances its 

debaters find in their immediate environments.  

If both the Eclogue of Theodolus and the Roman d’Enéas model, in two very 

different ways, ways that literary experience can transform the lives and affections of its 

readers, the Owl and the Nightingale does the reverse. While the work engages with 

                                                
100 All quotations for the Owl and the Nightingale are drawn from Cartlidge Owl. In addition, I have 

consulted Treharne, Stanley, N. R. Ker, Dickins & Wilson, and Atkins. For a more complete list of editions 

and translations, see Cartlidge Owl 144-5. 
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contemporary issues of high-cultural concern ranging from ecclesiastical theories of 

marriage to the morality of astrology, its setting and nature undercut the high aspirations 

implied by its content. The work’s focus on the motivations of the birds, which are 

consistently vicious and often lead to blatantly inconsistent philosophical positions, 

models rhetoric not as an approach to truth or a means for rearranging human affections, 

but rather as a thin mask for base desires. Indeed, the work’s clear and detailed depictions 

of the birds’ place within a naturalistic environment, itself a likely echo of the frame 

narrative of the Eclogue of Theodolus, implies that rhetoric itself may be relatively 

impotent. While the Nightingale starts out in a disadvantaged position, cowering in 

shelter and fearing the depredations of the Owl, she gains an upper hand not through 

rhetorical triumph, but by the intervention of her fellow Nightingales, who arrive to mob 

the Owl. 

This chapter relates the work’s reductive and material-oriented violence to two 

separate sources. On one hand, many elements of the poem echo the Eclogue of 

Theodolus, which was copied and taught in the region that produced the English poem. 

Both poems feature an elaborate physical environment that sets the initial terms of the 

debate, a character who uses the physical circumstances of the tale-telling to intimidate 

his or her opponent, and a complex intermingling of intellectual and practical concerns. 

On the other hand, the Owl and the Nightingale’s use of nonhuman animals allows it to 

playfully explore the implications of Neo-Aristotelian theories of cognition. Such 

theories often opposed animal cognitive faculties with higher orders of reason, even as 



  

 115 

they theorized forms of cognition reliant entirely on animal-like faculties of image-

processing and abstraction.  

Focusing on the most material aspects of the Eclogue of Theodolus while 

bolstering such considerations with new conceptions of animals emphasized by twelfth-

century cognitive theory, the Owl and the Nightingale creates a joke with elaborate 

philosophical implications. It opens up the possibility of creatures capable of Alathia-like 

textual transformations, though they lack Alathia’s interest in a self-consistent realm of 

truth, and shows them to possess fundamentally violent natures incapable of being 

modified by philosophical considerations. These creatures, hybrids of neo-Aristotelian 

animals and human discourse, re-create aspects of sophisticated intellectual discourse 

without possessing any of humanity’s higher forms of reason. Their ability to emulate 

actual human cultural practices therefore provides a joke with considerable bite, hinting 

at the ways in which human culture and rhetoric both remain tied to immediate, and 

unconsidered, concerns with matters of hatred, antagonism, and personal interest even 

when it manages (like the birds) to pretend a dedication to loftier forms of rhetoric. 

PART I: PSEUSTIS AND THE RHETORIC OF BIRDS 

1A) The Owl and the Nightingale’s Rhetorical Violence 
The Owl and the Nightingale, the first great Middle English debate poem, begins 

with insults that quickly escalate to death threats. The Nightingale, a small bird, opens the 
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poem with complaints about the Owl’s size and appearance.101 She rails that the very 

sight of the Owl destroys her health (“Me is þe wurs þat ich þe so!”) (34), and explains 

that she is unable to sing properly because of the Owl’s foul visage (“vule lete”) and 

wretched chattering (“fule ȝoȝelinge”) (35,40). The Owl, no better in charity than her 

small antagonist though much greater in size, replies with a forceful assertion of her 

violent wishes: 

What do you think of my song now? [the Owl asks] 
Do you think that I cannot sing 
Because I do not know about twittering? 
Frequently you do me harm 
And say irritating and shameful things to me. 
If I held you in my foot— 
If only it happened that I could!— 
And you were out of your branches 
Then you would sing differently. 
 
(Hu þinc þe þat nu bi mine songe?  
West þu þat ich ne cunne singe 

                                                
101 Both the Owl and the Nightingale in this text are what cognitive scientists call “conceptual blends,” 

combining avian and human attributes. As Carolynn Van Dyke explains, these birds “co-opt the reader’s 

subjectivity” by acting as “agents that are credibly avian but also intentional, self-aware, and partly self-

determining—in short, a perspective both within and beyond species determination” (24). Similarly, Mark 

Turner describes the human capacity for cognitive blending, a technique central to our mind-reading 

capacities. As he puts it, whenever a human looks at another creature, such as a seal, “we immediately 

forge a mental blend of ourselves and the seal. The result is a conception of a seal that has not only all of 

the seal’s appearance and motion, but additionally a feature we know only of ourselves—the possession of 

a mind” (Turner "The Way" 43). In this paper, I argue that the avian elements of the Nightingale and Owl 

are surprisingly dominant, but it is also important to realize that they, like any bird perceived by the human, 

are represented as a blend of their own appearances and human attributes. 
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þeg ich ne cunne of writelinge? 
Ilome þu dest me grame 
& seist me boþe tone & schame.          
ȝif ich þe holde on mine uote— 
So hit bitide þat ich mote!— 
& þu were vt of þine rise, 
þu shouldest singe anoþer wise!) 
(46-54)  
 

The Owl’s opening lines establish her temperament, constructing her argument with a 

solidity and forcefulness that echoes the Owl’s physical attributes. While she is no less 

irascible than the Nightingale, she sees her song as contrasting with the Nightingale’s 

overly ornate “writelinge.” Her words instead draw emphasis to her size and solidity. 

Where the Nightingale merely expresses a general blend of anxiety and insults, the Owl 

threatens to crush the Nightingale’s neck. Along with her physical mass comes a sort of 

spiritual gravity. The Nightingale is a creature of pure reaction, describing her angry 

response to the Owl in terms of its direct effect on herself. The Owl, on the other hand, 

makes reference not only to the Nightingale’s annoyance (“tone”) but also to the damage 

the Nightingale does to her own reputation, causing her “schame.” The Owl’s initial 

verbal presentation, then, roughly translates attributes of an actual owl into human 

rhetoric. This creature's voice is deeper, more resonant, and perhaps less agile than that of 

the Nightingale.  

The last few lines quoted above make the poem’s reference to the Owl’s physical 

size explicit. Befitting her more direct rhetoric, she expresses a frank desire to crush (and, 

presumably, eat) the Nightingale. The connection between physical and rhetorical 

relations, in that circumstance, would be both direct and to her taste. If the Owl could just 
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grip the Nightingale with her foot (“ȝif ich þe holde on mine uote”), she says, then 

victory would be achieved; in such circumstances, the Nightingale “shouldest singe 

anoþer wise” (55). Her ideal rhetorical victory is not rhetorical at all, but instead involves 

her forcing the Nightingale to recant, or at least to scream in pain, before being devoured. 

Even when wishing to change the Nightingale’s language, then, the Owl’s first instinct is 

to use physical force. 

The Nightingale’s response turns equally towards the material world, though her 

personality processes it rather differently. In place of the Owl’s one threat, she puts forth 

two separate ways of obtaining safety: 

The Nightingale answered:  
As long as I watch myself when I am in the open,  
and shield myself when I’m exposed,  
I don’t care at all about your threats.  
If I hold in this hedge,  
I do not care what you say!  
 
(þe Niȝtingale ȝaf answare:     
“ȝif ich me loki wit þe bare 
& me schilde wit þe blete, 
Ne reche ich noȝt of þine þrete. 
ȝif ich me holde in mine hegge, 
Ne recche ich neuer what þu segge.”)    
(55-60) 
 

The Nightingale’s rehearsal of two equally valid escape strategies serves as the poem’s 

first logical rebuttal. First, the Nightingale contends that her ability to watch out for 

herself (“ȝif ich me loki”) and seek protection (“& me schilde”) are sufficient to keep her 

safe from the Owl’s potential predations, even when she is in the open. Yet the 
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Nightingale also points out the relevancy of her immediate circumstances. As long as she 

holds herself “in mine hegge,” the Owl isn’t able to touch her, and she will be safe.  

The Nightingale’s words, like the Owl’s, evoke her size and behavior. Even as she 

describes a mindset in which she seeks multiple escape routes and relies on her physical 

dexterity to escape larger predators, her language itself goes in two opposite directions.  

The Nightingale, that is, enacts a variant of her normal evasive patterns in language. The 

struggle of flesh against flesh may be transformed into the struggle of words against 

words, yet the birds nonetheless fall into their traditional patterns of argumentation. Even 

in speech, predators will act as predators and prey will act as prey. 

If words can echo physical actions, physical actions can also serve to demolish the 

impact of words. The Nightingale therefore concludes her demolition of the Owl’s 

rhetoric not with a triumphant turn to the primacy of the categories that will structure the 

remainder of the debate, but to a final, self-satisfied evocation of the primacy of her 

environment and the securities it provides. While she is “in his hegge,” she insists, she 

need not care “what þu segge” (59-60). Having established her physical safety, the 

Nightingale now dismisses the Owl's words as irrelevant. In the end, she agrees with the 

Owl on one point: only actions matter, particularly if they are the actions of predators and 

prey.  

Despite its elaborate, and elaborately embodied, introduction, the majority of the 

poem concerns itself with a variety of abstract positions, and the two birds ultimately 

argue about various human concerns (and, most notably, about the nature of women and 

of adultery). Yet this initial focus on words as emerging from physical, natural, 
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irreducibly animal conflicts guides the text, as I shall demonstrate, even in the cases of 

seemingly abstract philosophical statements. Lurking behind the birds’ textual 

aggressions is a distinctively Pseustis-like mentality, in that both birds are ultimately 

unable to truly move beyond their immediate context no matter how often they engage 

the terminology of medieval legal, theological, or philosophical discourse. Indeed, the 

book’s longest running joke may lie in the capability of the two birds, creatures driven by 

unchanging “natural” desires to act without human reason, to recreate in miniature the 

full panoply of thirteenth-century English intellectual discourse. The poem therefore calls 

into question the very model of intelligence demonstrated by Alathia, questioning (if only 

with a sly wink) the ability of any medieval thinker to transcend his or her animal 

instincts and material setting. 

1B) A Brief Critical History: from Allegory to Animals 
The debate between the two birds is ultimately inconclusive; it ends just after they 

each choose to seek out the higher authority of one “Masistre Nichole” who lives in 

“Portesham.” Such inconclusiveness also seems to be the fate of much of the poem’s 

modern criticism.  As John W. Conlee writes, the work is “the longest and most complex, 

the most controversial and yet most highly esteemed of all Middle English debate poems” 

(Middle xxi), and the popularity Conlee describes seems to be nearly universal in modern 
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criticism.102 Conlee’s portrait of the poem’s ability to evade critical consensus about its 

nature is, however, equally well attested. 

The poem’s perplexity begins with its date and location of composition. While the 

poem is traditionally considered to have been composed between 1189 and 1216,103 Neil 

Cartlidge has cast recent doubt on such an early date for the poem’s composition. It is 

now seen as entirely “possible that the poem was composed in the middle of the 

thirteenth century, or even later; and … there is a serious possibility that the poem was 

composed after the death of Henry III in 1272” (Cartlidge Owl XV).104 As for location, 

while “the linguistic evidence is not incompatible with the traditional assignment of the 

composition of The Owl to Surrey or Dorset, … it is perhaps no less compatible with a 

localization almost anywhere in Wessex, the Home Counties or the southwest Midlands” 

(Cartlidge "Linguistic" 261). And while the poem’s two surviving manuscripts were 

probably produced in a religious house, there is “no evidence that they were necessarily 

                                                
102 John Spiers is here representative of the poem’s critical reputation. As he describes the Owl and the 

Nightingale, “there seems to have been nothing like it in English before, though it is improbable that so 

accomplished an English poem of its particular kind could in fact have been an isolated work” (73). 

103 The poem is found in two manuscripts, Jesus College, Oxford, ms. 29 and Cotton, Caligula A.IX. For 

early discussions of the poem’s date of composition, cf. Atkins xxxviii, Grattan and Sykes and Stanley 19. 

For a recent dating of the manuscripts themselves, which allows for a late-thirteenth-century date of 

composition, see N. R. Ker. 

104 For further discussion, see also Cartlidge "Date." 
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used within an institutional setting” (Cartlidge "Composition" 261).105 The poem, then, is 

the first of its genre in English, and may have been composed any time over the span of a 

century and any place in the south of England. Moreover, since the manuscript could 

have been produced for any audience who could afford to hire its production, the work’s 

social milieu is notoriously difficult to define.  

If the work’s institutional framework is largely unknown, criticism of the work’s 

themes and the nature of the debate has seen a great deal of progress. In 1939, R.M. 

Wilson was capable of claiming without reserve that “obviously the dispute between the 

birds is allegorical, but the exact nature of the allegory is more difficult to determine” 

(160-1). After many failed hypotheses, the idea of a consistent allegorical key fell out of 

favor; few scholars now defend the poem as a work of serious and self-consistent 

allegory.106 Similarly, scholarship has generally abandoned explicit attempts to crown 

one bird the victor,107 and the work is no longer primarily studied for its representation of 

a specific social milieu.108   

                                                
105 However, for a vivid (if speculative) account of the text’s possible use as public entertainment in 

Oxford or a similar location, see J. C. Russell. 

106 Cf. Hume 11-12 and Cartlidge Owl xvi-xxvii. 

107 One intriguing argument is made by Thomas Shippey, who claims that the poem exists “not only to 

make a statement, but also to produce involvement in his debate from which … a reader could not escape, 

and by which he might come to recognize the sinful elements within himself” (56). While Shippey does 

claim to have discovered the “correct” bird to agree with, his discussion offers a remarkably nuanced 

expansion of Gerald Stanley’s claim that readers “are not asked to judge between them” because “we might 

decide in favor of the plausible Nightingale, though on more sober reflection we should perhaps admit that 
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Jay Schleusser speaks for much post-allegorical criticism of the poem when he 

declares that “the owl and the Nightingale are not so much logically contradictory as they 

are temperamentally opposed,” making the prime conflict “not the clash of symbols, but 

the crunch of personalities” (186). Similarly, Jane Gottschalk identifies the fact that the 

two birds contradict themselves and have “no really clear-cut issue of debate, no real 

question raised” as the key point differentiating the Owl and the Nightingale from related 

debates (660). The inconsistency of the animals itself often stands for various larger 

claims that the poem appears to make. As Nancy M. Reale argues, for instance, the 

poem’s inconclusive debate critiques language itself, demonstrating “the degree to which 

the proper use of rhetorical devices can obscure the truth by appealing to the emotions of 

an audience” and therefore the frailty of human understanding (423).  

John W. Conlee names both the poem’s lack of a clear-cut central issue and its 

focus on the birds’ natural environment as the two features setting it apart from every 

other surviving English bird-debate poem. Even the Thrush and the Nightingale, a poem 

                                                
it is to the Owl that the victory ought to have gone” (3). This idea is further developed, though without 

commitment to either bird, by Kurt Olsson. For him, the weakness implicit in each bird (as well as their 

obvious figural references) reminds the reader that “truth is only potentially, not essentially, a by-product of 

the exchange” (Olson 353). The poem’s inconclusiveness thus enables the reader to take ethical 

responsibility for his or her own conclusions. 

108 Included in this category are the many, and often excellent, discussions on the poem’s relationship to 

contemporary legal discourse. For a solid, if unsympathetic, summary of the earlier research, see Witt. For 

a more contemporary example, see Holsinger. For an important discussion of the ways the text reflects and 

supports emergent Papal theories of marriage, see Coleman. 
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composed “not long after the Owl and the Nightingale in the second half of the thirteenth 

century … in imitation of that much greater work” (Middle 237), dedicates only four 

lines to the birds’ physical location and has a single subject. Similarly, “four of the five 

[early Middle English avian debate] poems (the Owl and the Nightingale is the 

exception) focus on the nature and value of woman’s love and particularly on the 

question of women’s fidelity in love” (Middle xxiii).109 The Owl and the Nightingale is 

therefore markedly different from its peers precisely in its ability both to combine a 

diverse array of topics and to emphasize the frame narrative behind its birds’ debate.110 

The twin themes of avian debaters and inconclusive debate came together in 

Cathryn Hume’s 1975 classic, The Owl and the Nightingale: The Poem and its Critics. 

This work marked a general sea change in the work’s criticism. On the one hand, the 

work is of a piece with the criticism that preceded it. Resisting previous attempts to read 

the poem as an allegorical or literal representation of various modes of discourse, while 

                                                
109 However, Susan Crane identifies Chaucer’s Squire’s Tale as a partial exception. Cf. "Birds" 32 and 

Gender 73. 

110 The Eclogue of Theodolus offers one depiction of talking animals, where it is closer to the majority of 

medieval animal debates than it is to the Owl and the Nightingale. Round 13 opens with Zeus’s 

transformation of Io into a cow that “lows instead of [using] words (Mugit pro verbis)” (159, translation 

altered). Alathia counters this image countered with God’s miraculous gift of speech to Balaam’s donkey. 

Significantly, the donkey speaks a warning to Balaam using “words which humans are accustomed to speak 

(Quae consuevit homo producere verba)” (164). Language, even when spoken by a donkey, is seen as 

expressive of human concerns; the remarkable feature of the Owl and the Nightingale is the use, by birds, 

of words that seem appropriate to birds. 
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taking seriously perennial observations that the poem makes “no attempt … to find 

serious answers to the serious questions raised” (25), Hume argues strenuously that the 

poem satirizes both debate and society. At the same time, she also argues for the 

importance of the protagonist’s animal nature. For her, the Owl and the Nightingale is 

“an animal poem with ebulliently avian protagonists” whose debate topics “all are firmly 

grounded in nature or bird lore” and never focus on any “purely human concern” 

(129).111  

Hume is not the first to make the connection between the poem’s protagonist and 

actual animals. One scholar, writing nearly two centuries earlier, argues that the poem 

was “a bird fable in which each bird strives in terms of service to man to establish her 

own position in the divinely created hierarchy of being as higher than her opponents” 

(Peterson 26). Another, writing two centuries before that, claims that the poet 

demonstrated a praiseworthy “minute and loving observation of nature” (Hinckley 314). 

However, Hume’s depiction of the relationship between the birds’ language and their 

avian natures, and in particular her observation that the primary debate topic, that of 

female sexual morality, is explicitly tied to the possibility of the Nightingale suffering a 

horrific death, and opened the doors for a new consideration of the poem’s birds.  

                                                
111 Here she runs directly counter to Eric Gerald Stanley, who writes, “What [the birds] say is human; 

their hopes, their aspirations, their ethical standards, their way of thinking with its mixture of logic and 

want of logic, their low imputations, the emotive colorings of their pleas, all this are human” (30). For a 

more thorough contrast of The Owl and the Nightingale’s ornithological precision with that of its Latin and 

French predecessors, see Pfeffer 194-8. 
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Since Hume, scholarship has considerably advanced our understanding of the 

work’s representation of nonhuman rhetoric. Seth Lerer ties the poem’s comical image of 

a literate ape to the Owl, who only falsely may appear storrewis but “remains, like the 

ape, ignorant of clerkes lore” ("The Owl" 104). Jeni Williams links the ignorance of the 

animals to the politics (and gender politics) of reading the text. The birds are both similar 

to actual animals and gendered as female, she argues, precisely in order to allow the 

(male) human reader the final word. “A nature conceived as fractured, split equally 

between the two female bird voices, serves to define the ‘human’ as undivided and—in 

opposition to them—as ‘masculine’” (77). Monica Brzezinski Potkay similarly focuses 

on the way that the poem’s animals perform the human-animal divide, even as they 

trouble philosophical boundaries. If animals who, by definition, ought to follow natural 

law instead determine that “they can resolve their difficulties only by obeying human 

law,” they take on a task which is ultimately impossible when they “slide from their 

approximation of human reason back to bestial chaos” (378-9). The slide from human to 

animal discourse need not necessarily be seen as a tragedy, however. In Christopher 

Canon’s words, the birds’ voices mark a poem that “not only presents bird speech as 

unremarkable, but … insists that an owl and a nightingale actually have something to 

say” (Grounds 114). Each of these works testifies to the increasing critical focus on the 

many ways that the Owl and the Nightingale concerns itself with the strange boundary of 

human and animal existences. 

Thomas L. Reed’s famous 1990 study, Middle English Debate Poetry and the 

Aesthetics of Irresolution, is particularly worth noting in this regard. Following up on the 
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work of Hume and others, he documents the way that each bird’s twisting and, above all, 

opportunistic argumentative style “leaves us with little more than the bare fact, that the 

Owl is an owl and the Nightingale is a nightingale” (242). To a certain extent, this merely 

offers an extension of the eclogue and debate tradition rather than a radical revision. 

After all, “from Virgil’s Eclogues through De Presbytero et Logico to Dante and Forese’s 

tenzone and The Owl and the Nightingale, personality (at least as loosely construed) is 

actually the fundamental issue, with official ‘questions’ offering little more than a 

stimulus for the dynamic, scrupulously mimetic characterization of the antagonists” 

(150). This focus on the birds as birds, rather than vehicles for consistent debate, creates a 

playful effect in which apparent abstract argument and higher levels of reasoning are 

repeatedly dragged down to their physical substrates. Time after time, “‘bird lore’ keeps 

pulling down superliteral levels of interpretation,” (221). Reed ultimately connects this 

reductive humor with the poem’s legal context, finding within it “the kind of laughter, 

refreshment, and experiential honesty” that judges and lawyers, having encountered 

uncertainty and difficult judgments throughout the course of their careers, would need to 

express, even as he locates in the poem a subversive voice resistant to totalitarian regimes 

of truth (260). Yet both the poem’s mirth and its satirical force rely on the ability of its 

readers to recognize an incongruity in the ability of animals to use human legal and 

theological discourse with sophistication, especially since they ultimately only seek their 

own reductively avian ends. 
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1C) The Eclogues’s Physical Environment and Alathia’s Discursive Rhetoric 
The Owl and the Nightingale is far from the first medieval debate poem to take its 

frame narrative seriously, or even to introduce the circumstances of its fictional poets into 

the debate they produce. Indeed, the Eclogue of Theodolus provides a particularly 

interesting point of comparison, as well as a possible source of inspiration for the poet of 

the Owl and the Nightingale. One passage worth noting comes near the end of the poem 

in Round 33, when the pagan boy Pseustis is frustrated with his apparent defeat at the 

hands of the Jewish girl Alathia. The exchange proceeds as follows:112 

PSEUSTIS: Of their own the bulls seek to go back to the barns.  
The evening drives the sheep from the clover and the she-goats from the elm.  
Unless you return early, the wolf will lay traps for the lambs. 
Yield, O day, to the sky, since the maiden knows not how to yield. 
 
ALATHIA: O sheep, if the wolf frightens you returning to your pens 
with raised horns, my charges, attack him 
whom the good paschal Lamb vanquished with no deceit.  
O day, hold fast your course, lest the maiden let go of her victory. 
 
(PSEUSTIS: Sponte sua tauri cupiunt ad tecta reverti: 
Vesper oves cithiso, capras depellit ab ulmo; 
Ni matura redis, lupus insidiabitur agnis 
Cede, dies, caelo, quia nescit cedere virgo. 
 
ALATHIA: Si vos terret, oves, lupus, ad caulas redeuntes, 
Cornibus elatis illum, mea cura, petatis, 
Quem sine fraude pius paschalis vicerat Agnus. 
Fige, dies, cursum, ne perdat virgo triumphum.) 
(293-300) 
 

We have seen in Chapter 1 that Alathia provided students with a distinctive and (to 

modern audiences) unexpected model of intellectual power. Where modern readers might 

                                                
112 For sources of the Eclogue, see note 18 in Chapter 1, introduction. 
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expect a character whose name meant truth to demonstrate a certain rhetorical 

inflexibility, safe within her established patterns of words and thoughts, precisely the 

opposite is the case. Alathia’s transformations of Pseustis’s classical mythological 

narratives into stories from the Christian Old Testament are notable for their ability to 

proliferate modes of reading, many of which are daringly counterintuitive or seem to go 

in multiple directions at once. Of particular interest was her ability to modify the sorts of 

spatial intuitions that cognitive linguists point out as particularly durable and stable. 

Consistently, Alathia combines Christian truth with cognitively difficult textual 

transformations, contrasting her rhetorical versatility and intellectual flexibility against 

the relatively straightforward stories of Pseustis.  

Here, however, the poem’s characteristic attention to visual descriptions is 

projected, as in the Owl and the Nightingale, onto the figures’ physical environments. 

Three times, in Rounds 19, 27, and 35, Pseustis abandoned any pretense of narrative 

framework and talks about his immediate circumstances. In all cases the break from the 

strict story-response format of the rest of the Eclogue is marked by Pseustis’s stated 

desire for night to come and thereby bring an end to the contest.  

Pseustis’s third digression, seen above, is paradigmatic. Sensing his impending 

defeat, he does not draw on religion or narrative for his material, but instead references 

his and Alathia’s immediate circumstances. As in previous digressions, his hope is for 

night to come so he can escape from a losing argument. This time, however, he also 

provides a clear reason for the contest to come to an end: “unless you return early, the 
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wolf will lay traps for the lambs (Ni matura redis, lupus insidiabitur agnis)” (295). The 

threat, though not subtle, is plausibly intimidating.  

Like the Nightingale and the Owl, Pseustis is convinced of the power of literal 

concerns even within debates focused on religious narratives. Indeed, Bernard’s early and 

influential commentary on the work takes great pains to trace the way Pseustis’s language 

of natural philosophy is intimately tied to the two debaters’ immediate circumstances. 

While Bernard writes that Pseustis expresses “the nature of sheep and goats (ovium et 

caprarum … naturam)” (109), his only criticism of the couplet’s literal meaning is that, 

by using the figure of bulls, Pseustis migrates too far from the immediate scene 

encountered by both Alathia and himself. Bernard’s defense of Pseustis reminds the 

reader explicitly of the physical situation in which Alathia and Pseustis find themselves. 

“It could be asked why he makes mention of bulls, when neither himself nor Alathia 

pastor bulls. But other shepherds were there, who watch over the bulls, and [Pseustis] 

speaks of those who are returning home (Queritur cur de tauris mencionem (facit), cum 

nec ipse nec Alathia tauros pascat. Sed alii pastores ibi esse potuerunt qui tauros 

custodirent, quos ille reverti domum dicit)” (109). If Bernard initially introduced the 

Eclogues to readers as allegorical containers for the conflict between pagan and Christian 

philosophies, here he shows a profound appreciation not for the ideas, but for the material 

circumstances and bodily experiences that accompany such debates.  It is up to the reader 

(perhaps with the aid of commentary) to infer from the passage not just that Pseustis 

draws on general knowledge about the nature of things, but that there are actual bulls 

wandering ibi—there, in Alathia and Pseustis’s immediate presence—whom Pseustis can 
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then reasonably enlist as evidence that Alathia should give up her poetry contest. Aware 

of both his immediate physical surroundings and the literal rhetorical possibilities they 

afford, Pseustis builds his argument on a simple, clear depiction of the literal sense of 

both. 

The Eclogue, then, shows the potentially rhetorical nature of the immediate 

physical situation in which a debate occurs, emphasizing the fact that literal depictions of 

observable facts are not rhetorically neutral. Complicating John M. Ganim’s assertion 

that “after Curtius, it was impossible to assume that a landscape or background 

description in medieval literature was drawn from life” (xvii), the poem demonstrates 

how even such a self-consciously literary place as a locus amoenus holds the potential of 

being read literally. For both Pseustis and Alathia, the specific details of their fictional 

environment serve as much more than generic markers. Their environment includes a 

number of distinctive objects (both described and implied) that are continuously capable 

of being re-inserted into the narrative.  

Such literal readings, however compelling and consistent, are ultimately not 

enough to win Pseustis the prize. For the medieval commentator Bernard, all recorded 

texts have (or at least can be considered as having) nonliteral interpretations, and in this 

allegorical mode Pseustis is less successful. After glossing all four of Pseustis’s lines, 

Bernard introduces a brief philosophical allegoresis of the boy’s words in which, 

bizarrely, he tells Alathia that she must turn towards evil in order to save her soul. She is 

literally instructed to turn back “from clover and elm, that is from the greater and lesser 

commands of Christ (ab cithiso et ulmo, id est a maioribus et minoribus Dei mandatis)” 
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(109). If Alathia fails to turn away from good works, he insists, then the wolf (that is, the 

devil) will take her and the lambs will be consigned to flames. Thus while at many times 

Bernard allows for a certain degree of concord between the pagan and Christian ideals he 

describes,113 here Pseustis stands as a peculiar form of straw man: one fluent with literal 

rhetoric, but blatantly incapable of creating a tale with consistent metaphorical meanings. 

Indeed, as Jacobs points out, there is a general tendency to show that “the higher level of 

instruction, the more apparent is Pseustis’ inferiority” (xvii). Pseustis may be competent 

at the literal level, yet his rhetorical ability, unlike Alathia’s, seems to stop there.  

Alathia, on the other hand, seems to demonstrate the opposite extreme. The first 

two lines of her response may not strike modern readers as being particularly responsible, 

yet they exhibit a daring panache when she insists on the possibility that even animals 

could reject the course of nature as they see it. As she tells her sheep, “raise your horns 

and attack that one (Cornibus elatis illum … petatis)” (298). While Pseustis at least 

receives some form of allegorical reading, Alathia’s exuberances force Bernard to deny 

her words any literal meaning. As he puts it, “This is not able to be read sufficiently from 

the letter, for it is against nature for a lamb to attack a wolf (Hoc ad litteram satis legi non 

potest, nam contra naturam est ut agnus lupum impugnet)” (110). Bernard goes on to 

                                                
113 This sort of aggressive straw-man argumentation is a common, but by no means the only, way 

Bernard depicts Pseustis’s writings. Thus while Wetherbee insists that Pseustis’s arguments exist “not 

simply as manifestations of pagan blindness, but as endowed with a moral and philosophical content of 

their own,” at times they are quite capable of exhibiting “the implications of human folly that are 

inseparable from the doctrinal content of Pseustis’ mythological exempla” ("Late Antiquity" 123) 
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elaborate Alathia’s basic allegory, even associating the sheep’s raised horns with the 

Cross of Christ. Bernard thus differentiates his protagonists from each other by 

emphasizing the different levels of discourse native to each one. Pseustis is firmly 

anchored in his immediate environment but inept at theology; Alathia excels at 

allegoresis, but only through transcendence of the litteram, the non-allegorical “letter” of 

her situation that Bernard ties so closely to the nature of the physical world.  

If Pseustis is coherent only when his words are taken at their most immediate and 

literal level of signification, Alathia responds to Pseustis’s claims in a way that ultimately 

locates meaning in a higher level of abstraction. In Round 33, quoted above, Alathia’s 

stanza structure almost precisely emulates Pseustis’s. Both end their stanza’s first line 

with words indicating return (“reverti” and “redeuntes”), describes the wolf Pseustis 

imagines to be present in the third line,114 and address the day (dies) in the fourth line. 

More significantly, she ends her third line with a version of the same word Pseustis chose 

for his third line. Where Pseustis ends the third line of his stanzae with agnis, the physical 

sheep whose basic nature he laid out for the reader earlier, Alathia ends her third line 

with the paschal Agnus, the (metaphoric) Lamb of God. Rather than responding to 

Pseustis’s depiction of their shared immediate circumstances literally, she discusses 

                                                
114 Alathia is here elliptical, rather than a straightforward mention of the wolf (lupus) Pseustis offers in 

line 295, she refers indirectly to the creature “whom the holy paschal lamb overcame without fraud (illum 

… Quem sine fraude pius paschalis vicerat Agnus) on line 199. Such a response, to any reader familiar 

with the Christian scriptures, evokes the common image of Satan as a wolf who seeks to devour the 

innocent. 
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Pseustis’s key terms only once she has inscribed them within the larger context of 

Christian theological truth, a context to which Pseustis has no access. Because she shifts 

the conversation’s frame of reference while closely echoing Pseustis’s words and 

grammar, she makes Pseustis out to be ignorant of the theological significance of his own 

language—and dances away from any need to respond to Pseustis’s terms as he originally 

means them.115  

Yet even as the poem pays attention to literal lived reality, it reserves its highest 

praises for those whose language is able to transcend such immediate concerns. Part of 

the distinctive usefulness of the Eclogues is that, in contrasting the arguments of Pseustis 

(who seems to be working on a relatively basic cognitive level) against the much more 

sophisticated rhetoric of Alathia, it provides modern audiences with a glimpse into the 

profoundly alien way in which at least some medieval subjects were taught to interface 

with the world. Alathia emphasizes the fact that rhetoric can transform the situation in 

which she finds herself. Indeed, slavery to the literal sense—of either the word or the 

world—is seen as a severe limitation.  

To be a properly educated Christian rhetor, in the sense modeled by Alathia, is to 

be consciously engaged in the activity of imagining the world other than how it appears. 

                                                
115 Intriguingly, Alathia’s avoidance of standard understandings of nature is later applied directly to her 

concerns with gender. In Round 29, Alathia links the deuterocanonical figure of Susannah to the power of 

God, and therefore to the ability to overcome that which is natural. As she puts it, “the law that nature gave, 

Susannah overcame (quam natura dedit legem, Susanna subegit)” (268). For Alathia, even human nature—

or at least gendered human nature—is rendered malleable by faith and wise speech. 
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The rhetorical capacity that allows Alathia to imagine sheep attacking wolves is the exact 

same capacity that allows Alathia to look at sheep and imagine God. In both cases, it is a 

textual practice that allows her—through grammatical transformations, revisions of 

commonly accepted categories, and appeals to Scriptural authority alike—to move her 

discussions beyond a mere repetition of her physical situation, even as her immediate 

environment merges irreducibly with her rhetoric. 

1D) Environmental Echoes the Eclogue of Theodolus and the Owl and the 
Nightingale 

So far, I have demonstrated the way that the Owl and the Nightingale presents its 

birds’ debate as a result of their inability to pursue more direct means of violence; even 

when arguing, the birds’ minds are on their immediate physical circumstances. I have 

also shown how Pseustis, the Greek protagonist of the Eclogue of Theodolus, has a 

similar obsession with his own immediate environment. Moreover, Pseustis, the 

Nightingale, and the Owl all share a tendency towards incoherence whenever their 

narratives become too abstract.  

Modern critics have indirectly linked the Eclogue of Theodolus to the Owl and the 

Nightingale through their shared participation in both the debate and (indirectly) 

pedagogical traditions. According to Reed, the Eclogue stands among “the first properly 

‘medieval’ debate poems,” and thus helps to define the English tradition (99); according 

to Hume, the Eclogue, along with their fellow Carolingian texts provided “most of the 

features that characterize the [debate] form throughout its subsequent development,” and 

therefore provided the Owl and the Nightingale with much of its poetic grammar (36). 
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Bennet goes somewhat further in his classic survey, pointing out that the Carolingan 

debate tradition of which the Eclogue was a member provided specific elements of the 

English poem, where “the contestants challenge each other, prizes are promised, and a 

judge appointed” (Middle 1).116 Whether directly or indirectly, the Owl and the 

Nightingale owes much to the Eclogue of Theodolus. 

A number of critics have also linked the Owl and the Nightingale to the Latin 

pedagogical tradition, if not to the Eclogues themselves. J.J. Murphy argues that the 

author of the Owl and the Nightingale is “happily at home with both rhetoric and 

dialectic” (Murphy "Rhetoric" 229), a fact that contrasts with the unfortunate divorce 

between rhetoric and logic that lasted until the fourteenth century. A.C. Spearing 

demonstrates a particular affinity between the English poem and Latin composition 

manuals. He shows how the poet uses Geoffrey of Vinsauf’s form of amplificatio to 

“emphasize a crucial change in the poem’s direction,” and argues that the poet probably 

expected his audience to recognize the rhetorical trope (73). Jan M. Ziolkowski offers a 

similar focus on the poem’s pedagogical context. While the form of flyting demonstrated 

in the Owl and the Nightingale was unique among English literature of its time, 

Ziolkowski links the poem to the tradition of Latin beast flyting, a genre that “came 

naturally to minds accustomed to the school dialogs which pupils memorized for 

                                                
116 Similarly, Winthrop Wetherbee claims that the poem’s playful engagement with semi-idealized 

protagonists stems “from the Latin pastorals that are a hallmark of the cultural renewal of the Carolingian 

period” ("Owl" 170). 
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recitation and, conceivably, for play-acting” ("Medieval" 57).117 It is therefore clear that 

the poet of the Owl and the Nightingale at least demonstrated significant knowledge of 

the Latin educational canon, and had in mind books closely related to The Eclogue of 

Theodolus, quite possibly the Eclogue itself. 

Manuscript evidence further demonstrates the plausibility of the poet of the Owl 

and the Nightingale having read the Eclogue of Theodolus. The poet would probably 

have come to the awareness of the Eclogue not as a university text, but in a local 

grammar school. One surviving candidate for the manuscript read by the Nightingale-

poet is Oxford, Bodleian Library MS. Auct. F. 2. 14, written in Sherborne, probably in 

the second half of the twelfth Century. The manuscript contains other texts commonly 

used in children’s instruction, such as the fables of Avianus and the Achilleid of Statius, 

though (as is typical of English classroom anthologies) the work does not include a full 

collection of the Sex auctores or Auctores octo.118 Its copy of the Eclogue of Theodolus 

includes both interlinear and marginal glosses, so that whether or not it was used in the 

                                                
117 For more discussions of the relationship between Latin contention poems and the Owl and the 

Nightingale, see Conlee "Owl" 57. Amusingly, the topic of the Owl and the Nightingale was itself subject 

to learned mockery in the Middle Ages; A.G. Rigg writes of a late twelfth-century satire in which a monk 

hears a debate between three animals until, “reversing the literary convention, he fell asleep and disturbed 

the birds by his snoring” (Rigg History 104). Though the anecdote may be unrelated to the Owl and the 

Nightingale, it is also possible that the satirical anecdote makes light fun of the English poem, or of an 

unknown immediate predecessor. 

118 For general discussions on the distribution of the English manuscript presence of the Eclogue of 

Theodolus, cf. Camargo, esp. 171-5 and T. Hunt. 
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classroom, it certainly would have been useful for teachers attempting to instruct young 

students in Latin comprehension and style. Moreover, while the text is located 104 miles 

away from Guildford, the home-town of the master whose name graces the final pages of 

the Owl and the Nightingale, its location in the center of Wessex gives it a plausible 

geographical relationship to the dialect of the manuscript. 

The Eclogue’s presentation of a physical landscape foreshadows similar interests 

found in the Owl and the Nightingale. The second stanza of the English poem offers a 

consideration of the Nightingale’s physical situation that exceeds even the Eclogue of 

Theodolus in detail. Just one section of the Nightingale’s description can serve to 

illustrate the frame-narrative’s detail: 

The Nightingale began his speech  
in one corner of one field;  
and she sat on one fair branch,  
where there were plenty of blossoms,  
in a vast thick hedge,  
interspersed with reeds and sedges.  
She was more happy because of the branches,  
and sang in as many modes as she could.  
 
(þe Niȝtingale bigon þe speeche, 
In one hurne of one breche; 
& sat up one varie boȝe, 
þar were about blosme inoȝe 
In ore vaste þicke hegge, 
Imeind mid spire & grene segge. 
Ho was þe gladur uor þe rise, 
& song a uele cunne wise.) 
 (13-20) 
 

Elizabeth William’s comparison of this scene to other openings in the bird-debate and 

locus amoenus traditions shows that here, as in the Eclogue (but not as in most similar 
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works), literal and metaphorical readings of the environment jostle against each other. It 

is possible to read the passage as Alathia might, seeing in it a metaphoric outline of the 

personalities involved. In this reading, the poem’s structure reflects a division between 

the Nightingale’s perspective, which “arises directly out of the romantic values of the 

traditional spring landscape,” and the Owl’s dead and rotting tree-stump, which “carries 

its own counterblast to the escapism of idyllic charm” (171). Yet while this metaphoric 

reading offers a preview of the birds’ respective personalities, William’s study of the text 

ultimately emphasizes the literal level of the description.  

This description strikingly emphasizes, for instance, the play between human 

artifice and the actions of nonhuman plants and animals. The “breche” in this debate 

carries very specific references to agricultural practices; it is marker for the border 

between cleared land and wildness.119 The description thus offers not just a witty contrast 

between the idyllic Nightingale and the grittier Owl, but locates both in an environment 

whose descriptions highlight both human interventions and the bird’s protective 

strategies. Even the Nightingale’s “þicke hegge” interwoven with “grene segge” is part of 

this partly natural, partly manmade setting; this common and decidedly un-romantic 

description implies that the hedge is “a useful agricultural barrier rather than the artfully 

planted shade-trees round the grassy plot used for dalliance” (E. Williams 173). More 

obviously, the Nightingale uses this artificial yet uncultivated plot for defensive purposes, 

enacting her animal instincts in a place created for human purposes.  
                                                

119 For an in-depth consideration of this very rare Middle English term as it applies to the Owl and the 

Nightingale, see Onions. 
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The poem also takes great pains to show how the Nightingale’s physical security 

affects her psychological state, and therefore her voice. The description of the 

Nightingale’s location emphasizes the many layers of foliage that enclose her: “in one 

hurn of one breche / … [on] one varie boȝe / … in ore vaste þicke hegge.” The poem thus 

emphasizes the Nightingale’s small size by placing it within enclosure after enclosure. 

Yet these layers of foliage have a psychological effect not just on the reader, but on the 

Nightingale as well; thanks to the layers of defensive foliage that cloak her small form, 

the Nightingale becomes “gladur,” an exuberance that finds musical expression one line 

later. The poem thus moves from a physical depiction of the Nightingale’s setting (with 

an eye to features that give her a feeling of security), to a brief explicit acknowledgment 

of the Nightingale’s emotional affect, to the song that expresses the Nightingale’s 

appreciation for her secure location. As in the Eclogue, the Owl and the Nightingale 

presents an opening environment that is no pro-forma generic gesture but instead a 

detailed setting with which the protagonists are already actively engaged.120 

                                                
120 While the association between the birds’ physical locations and the nature of their debate has gone 

largely unremarked by critics, John P. Brennan provides an eyebrow-raising observation that not only the 

birds, but also the human narrator are given specific locations. Drawing on the Owl’s accusation that the 

Nightingale nests near dung-heaps, Brennan argues that the “suþe diȝele hale” of the text’s opening lines 

refers not to the general locations of the birds (who are, after all, in an open clearing) but to the narrator, 

who “sits in an outhouse” while listening to the avian debate (379) Not only, then, does the poem represent 

birds engaging the distinctively human activity of debate, but its narrator both debases and particularizes 

this debate through his association with the “animal” activity of defecation. Indeed, if Brennan’s reading is 

correct, the particularly of both (dignified, upright) avian and (undignified, squatting) human locations may 



  

 141 

The explicit relationship between the Nightingale’s psychological state and her 

location in a protective hedge may in fact represent the poem’s most dramatic departure 

from other English debates. The Thrush and the Nightingale, a later poem considered to 

be deeply influenced by the Owl and the Nightingale, echoes the personalities and (some 

of the) subject matter of the earlier poem, yet introduces a purely conventional early-

summer setting wherein both birds share a pastoral milieu equally with no differentiation 

of their positions or tendencies.121 In the English pastoral tradition, the closest analogues 

to the precise details of the debate’s setting featured in the Owl and the Nightingale tend 

to be texts with purely human disputants, although these debaters are also generally set in 

conventionally pleasant environments and differentiated on the basis of their stations in 

                                                
ally itself with Susan Signe Morrison’s recent project in which “an emphasis on the excremental in society” 

serves to “correct the decorporealization of the medieval body” (4). Such a reading is thoroughly in keeping 

with the text’s complex treatment of discourse as irreducibly and crudely embodied. 

121 As Jeni Williams points out, the generic landscape of the Thrush and the Nightingale allows for a 

much more direct—that is, transparently human—consideration of class relations. While in “The Owl and 

the Nightingale the nightingale’s opponent faces criticism of her nesting place and the habits of her young,” 

the “dislocated” male thrush seems to come from “outside both the natural world and the literary space of 

the lyric which is associated with that world”—that is, from a purely human intellectual perspective 

wherein “the natural is the sensual” and “beauty and love are deceitful masks” (88). What sets the Owl and 

the Nightingale apart, then, is precisely its inability to set its speakers up as mouthpieces for human 

discourse—or, to put it more simply, the fact that all its discourse is grounded in the very specific natures 

of its avian protagonists. 
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society, rather than being located and set apart in a distinctive natural location.122 The 

Owl and the Nightingale thus takes its birds quite seriously, particularly in comparison 

with the rest of the Avian debate tradition. Such consideration of the circumstances of 

debate perhaps echo instead the influence of the Eclogue of Theodolus. 

The Owl and the Nightingale’s clearest link to its Latin precedent comes at the 

end of the Nightingale’s description, immediately after the lines quoted above. In the 

Eclogue, the two debaters are differentiated partially on the basis of the musical 

instruments they possess. The Greek boy Pseustis bears the same sort of pipe referenced 

in Virgil’s Eclogues, while the Jewess Alathia bears a harp that echoes that of her 

ancestor, King David. In the Eclogue, these two instruments relate to rival religious and 

cultural traditions; each character stands as the product and representative of their human 

societies. The Nightingale, on the other hand, has only her own voice—yet that voice 

combines both of the Eclogues’ protagonists. As lines 21-24 put it,  

The sound that she made seemed to be coming  
from harpe and pipe rather than from her;  
that sound seemed to be shot  

                                                
122 One exceptional text, the fifteenth-century debate poem entitled The Merle and the Nightingale, offers 

a return to the sort of quasi-naturalism found in the Owl and the Nightingale. Here, not only are the birds 

given specific locations in their milieu, but they are separated (as Pseustis and Alathia were) by a river, so 

that one stands “Vponne a blissful brenche of lawryr grene” and the other “upon þe toþer syd” of a “revir 

bricht / Of balmy liquour, cristallyne of hew” (Conlee Middle 280). The incident suggests that more than 

one medieval bird-debate poet recognized Theodolus as a potential source, but that its influence, along with 

the precision with which its frame narrative paints a consistent world, was only a sporadic and optional 

feature of the genre. 



  

 143 

out of harp and pipe rather than out of a throat. 
 
(Bet þuȝte þe dreim þat he were 
Of harpe & pipe þan he nere; 
Bet þuȝte þat he were ishote 
Of harpe & pipe þan of þrote.) 
 

If the setting of this debate in a “breche” emphasized that it takes place physically on the 

borderline between human civilization and the uncultivated realm of animals,123 this 

comparison purposefully blurs the line between the natural voice of the Nightingale and 

the sound of artificial human instruments. Yet while the Nightingale’s voice evokes the 

Eclogue of Theodolus by mentioning its iconic instruments, it also destroys the 

differentiation between the two cultures they represent. In one stroke the Owl and the 

Nightingale thus both evokes the Eclogues’ central conflict between Greek and Judeo-

Christian religion and culture and elides the two sides as part of one unit. Instead of 

cultural conflicts—the harp versus the pipe—this poem will demonstrate some uncanny 

similarities between natural avian voices and the products of human culture. The poet 

thus dares his readers to think of the Eclogue of Theodolus, but also to keep in mind that 

whatever uncanny similarities may be found, his echo of that human product is put into 

the þrote of birds, creatures who are ignorant of the finer cultural distinctions that mark 

human discourse. 

                                                
123 As Winthrop Wetherbee writes, the poem is literally “located on the edge of the human world” 

("Owl" 169). 
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1E) Animal Studies and the Poem’s Recent Critics 
The focus on the life of birds within criticism of the Owl and the Nightingale has 

recently merged with new accounts of the ways medieval people viewed animals. Much 

discussion has focused on the way that fictional animals, as in Ziolkowski’s through 

study of medieval talking animal stories, “require readers to locate human messages 

within animal forms” (Talking 239). Such a conception of animals primarily serves the 

goal of explaining, clarifying, or even challenging conceptions of human identity. 

Nonetheless, a growing number of critics have begun to take seriously medieval 

representations of animals as something other than sounding boards for human-oriented 

discourse.124 Such discussions, as Jeffrey Jerome Cohen points out, chart the ability of 

medieval poets to use animals for purposes that exceed mere “reference and reflection, 

                                                
124 Such critics are often explicitly allied with Bruno Latour’s project of seeing “things” not as pure, 

external objects, but as the sort of human and nonhuman collectives calling for “a multifarious inquiry 

launched with the tools of anthropology, philosophy, metaphysics, history, sociology to detect how many 

participants are gathered in a thing to make it exist and to maintain its existence” ("Why" 246). Jeffrey J. 

Cohen, in this vein, points out that such things “possess integrity, power, independence and vibrancy,” 

qualities which ensure that “the human is not the world’s sole meaning-maker, and never has been” 

(Animal 7). One of the most notable features of such things is their resistant, irreducible hybridity, and 

therefore their refusal to serve transparently social ends. While in principle both conceptions of thing-ness 

would also apply to the individual birds the Nightingale-poet might have encountered and the more 

anthropomorphic birds of lesser avian debate poems, the at once irreducibly avian and irreducibly human 

natures of the protagonists of The Owl and the Nightingale emphasizes each debater’s status as 

heterogeneous assemblage proper to all things. 
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insubstantial allegories in which we discover ourselves” (Cohen Medieval 42);125 these 

creatures often function as complex and multifaceted actors, even as they are largely 

contained by various (often quite predictable) dominant anthropocentric narratives. 

Two recent studies of The Owl and the Nightingale are particularly noteworthy 

for their ability to locate the poem within both modern and medievalist animal studies 

criticism.126 Jill Mann follows up on the now-familiar dictum that “the author of The Owl 

and the Nightingale, in contrast [to the animal debate tradition as a whole], endows its 

birds with a creatural realism that makes them not icons but ornithological specimens” 

(169). While this “realism” is not naturalistic from a modern perspective, it engages 

deeply enough with medieval concepts of the nature of animals to provide an avian 

subjectivity that is often at odds with the work’s human perspective. As she puts it, “The 

constant play back and forth between the human and the animal perspectives allows [the 

Nightingale author] to give the animal enough reality not only to elude the 

superimpositions of human meaning, but also to impose its own interpretation on human 

behavior” (189). For all the various human issues the birds bring up, their individual—

and irreducibly (if imperfectly) avian—motivations frequently dominate the poem. 

                                                
125 Nona C. Flores’ anthology, Animals in the Middle Ages, is explicitly centered on the mirror-like 

capacities of medieval literary animals; even when its essays do not concern themselves with “the moral 

allegorical significance of animals” they nevertheless all “show how animals were used to convey 

meaning—whether secular or profane—in medieval culture” (Flores xi). 

126 For a recent brief survey of Animal Studies, see Steel How to Make 3. 
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 Carolynn Van Dyke pushes Mann’s argument further, even as she uses the Owl 

and the Nightingale to provide greater nuance to Derrida’s L’animal que donc je suis. 

Like Mann, Van Dyke demonstrates the importance of avian concerns and subject 

positions in the poem, characterizing the work as “a rich comedy of cross-species 

subjectivity” (32). She uses the poem to question Derrida’s condemnation of “categorical 

animal names” as categorically limiting; instead, “The Owl and the Nightingale 

appellates its speakers in a full range of convincing but insufficient ways—as natural 

specimens, interspecies hybrids, metaphors, and self defining subjects” (51). Indeed, 

while Mann claims that poetic depictions of “natural” birds should neither “be taken au 

pied de la lettre” nor seen as a sign that “lyric poets were dedicated bird-watchers” (154), 

Van Dyke gives surprising evidence for some remarkably bird-watcher-like propensities 

in the Owl and the Nightingale’s closing actions. Quoting Wallace Dominey’s study of 

bird activities, she points out that the Owl and the Nightingale’s representation of a sea of 

small nightingales “mobbing” the Owl is not only ornithologically correct, but 

demonstrates birds’ ability to stage “hostile rhetorical confrontations” (that is, symbolic 

displays meant to convince others), even when not endowed with human speech (30). 

The Owl and the Nightingale, in her reading, plays on both observed characteristics of 

birds and human characterizations in order to create fascinating, evasive assemblages of 

human and avian concerns. 

These surveys locate in the Owl and the Nightingale avian voices that offer a 

surprising counter to many medieval portraits of animals. Steel’s largely comprehensive 

and heavily theorized work demonstrates the majority position of medieval animal 
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studies, in which “what distinguishes the human from animals is neither speech nor 

species, but who holds the knife and who, or what suffers it, and whose voice is heard as 

the law, and whose heard, if at all, even through its blood, only as a joke” (How 206).127 

The Owl and the Nightingale locates its sympathies largely with its birds; both their 

inciting rhetoric and the arguments they make throughout the poem center on precisely 

the debate of who will eat whom—an eerie repetition and transformation of human 

discourse. While these birds’ voices may be provided primarily, in Steel’s words, “only 

as a joke,” both the joke and (at times) the reader’s unguarded sympathies are repeatedly 

recruited in the service of an inhuman perspective. The work is, to an extent only now 

being revealed, a poem about owls and nightingales.  

1F) Animal Biology and Cognition 
So far, I have argued that both the Owl and the Nightingale follow Pseustis (only 

more so) in preferring their literal situation to the logical niceties of intellectual debate. I 

have also shown that both the Owl and the Nightingale are remarkably birdlike in their 

presentation and mannerisms, especially compared to other figures in the English bird 

debate tradition. It is now useful, however, to examine one more brief description of the 

Nightingale, and look at the way that the narrator presents its emotional response. 

The scene in question occurs just before the Owl finally decides to speak, when 

the narrator gives us a quick yet moving description of the Owl’s physiological state: 
                                                

127 Steel’s book mentions the Owl and the Nightingale only twice, in footnotes, both mining the text for 

examples of abstract doctrines about animals rather than treating the text as an example of birds given 

speech. See How to Make 34, 161. 
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She could no longer hold herself back  
because her heart was so swollen  
that her breath nearly burst out of her. 
 
(Ho ne miȝte no leng beleue,  
Vor hire horte was so gret  
þat wel-neȝ hire fnast atschet:) 
 (42-44) 

 

The description may not match our contemporary scientific accounts of the process of 

rage, and in fact it is marked with little specificity by the standards of medieval medical 

discourse. Yet its depiction of the bird’s physical organs at work (“hire horte” which 

beats at varying rates and “her fnast” or breath which threatens to burst involuntarily 

from her lungs) makes for a poignant moment of pseudo-scientific poetry with oddly 

contemporary resonances. As we have seen in the previous chapter, we now understand 

emotions to be tied to the operation of body-systems outside the brain, even when they 

are conveyed through narrative. Nor were medieval theorizations ignorant of the 

interpenetration between the body’s functioning and emotions; the Owl and the 

Nightingale itself later examines the relationship between “wraþþe” and the flow of “þe 

horte blod” (945).  

It is difficult, reading this in its context, not to form a mental image of the fearful 

Owl. It is also difficult not to notice the similarity in response between the Owl and a 

typical human; both, after all, are equipped with basic biological markers of emotional 

responses. This moment therefore poses an intimate similarity between avian and human 

emotional responses. At the very moment when the Nightingale prepares to utter her 



  

 149 

speech, the poet emphasizes the embodied nature of the Nightingale’s emotional reaction 

in words that could apply equally to an owl, a nightingale, or a human being.  

Again, the Eclogues stand as an obvious model for the Owl and the Nightingale. 

Pseustis, like the Owl, sees and hears a rival’s voice before engaging in speech. He also 

has his reactions described in a directly biomechanical manner: “Pseustis could not 

endure the sight [of Alathia], but agitated by the bile of anxiety, called from a safe point 

to the opposite shore. (Non tulerat Pseustis, sed motus felle doloris / Litoris alterius 

proclamat ab aggere tutus)” (14-15). Pseustis’s bile of anxiety, his felle doloris, evokes 

the humoral psychology that shared uneasy mental space with more moralized 

understandings of the soul in the early Middle Ages, motivating people not on the basis 

of reason or moral choice but rather physical changes within the body. In both texts, then, 

biological responses born of immediate sense perception drive the debate.  

Van Dyke writes that “no medieval investigations of animals herald a cognitive 

revolution” of the type currently in process in our sciences (9). Certainly she is right to a 

large extent; we cannot expect the cultural impact of premodern science to map directly 

onto its modern analogs. Yet just before the Owl and the Nightingale was written, the 

medieval West had begun to experience its own cognitive revolution. Issues of the role of 

the body (and its cognitive capacities, largely seen as analogous to those found in 

nonhuman animals) began to take on new urgency and importance.  

In the twelfth century, humans began to “perceive increased ambiguity between 

species” and write about “animals that act distinctly human, that is, show evidence of 

reason, not just compassion” (Salisbury 151). This movement was prevalent in popular 



  

 150 

writings, but particularly energized by a newfound interest (and new controversies) in 

natural philosophy. The revolution was primarily associated with two figures. One was 

Aristotle, whose rediscovered writings encouraged medieval thinkers to recognize the 

intimate connections between human and animal essences and the bodies in which they 

were contained. The second was his Arabic commentator Avicenna, who offered to 

medieval scholars an updated, medicalized synthesis of Aristotelian and Platonic 

conceptions of the nature of humanity. Together, they forced the medieval West to 

reconceptualize the nature of the human subject and brought the body—human or 

animal—more closely to the forefront of medieval thought. 

Donna Haraway asks of modern audiences, “what if the question of how animals 

engage one another’s gaze responsively takes center stage for people?” (22). In the Owl 

and the Nightingale, this precise question does indeed take central stage—even if the two 

animal-human actors frequently take on the role of clowns. Indeed, while the medieval 

poem diverges wildly from the serious aims of Haraway’s works, it offers an example of 

not only medieval imaginations, but also the impact of disciplined, quasi-scientific 

studies of animals into the fast-developing field of thirteenth-century philosophical and 

theological science. 

PART II: NEO-ARISTOTELIAN PSYCHOLOGY AND ANIMAL INTENTIONS 

2A) The Nightingale’s Motivation 
A fourteenth-century sermon of Robert Holcott contains a digression on animal 

motivations. Turning to some unnamed external source, Holcott writes: 
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It is related that a natural hatred exists between nightingale and owl, so much 
so that when the nightingale sings sweetly at night, [the owl] tries to seize 
[her] as [her] prey and lays ambush for her stoutly. Chary of this, the 
nightingale enters a bramble or the densest thorns on a bush, and guards 
herself there against the owl’s snares. 
 
(Narratur, quod inter philomenam et bubonem est naturale odium, in tantum, 
quod cum philomena in nocte cantat dulciter, nititur ipsam in praedam rapere, 
et ei fortiter insidiatur. Quod cauens philomela, rubum vel spinam 
densissimam in frutice intrat, et ibidem a bubonis insidijs conseruatur.) 
(Fletcher 2) 

 

Alan Fletcher argues that this sermon most probably draws upon the Owl and the 

Nightingale as a source of nature lore, since “the tradition of the animosity between owl 

and nightingale is not anywhere known in bird lore, so far as I am aware, outside the 

Middle English poem” (3). The parallels are indeed suggestive, almost an abridged Latin 

translation of the opening scene from the Owl and the Nightingale. This nightingale seeks 

a safe defensive location inside a bush and needs to fear the Owl at night, echoing 

precisely two details that the Nightingale-poet used to establish his scene’s verisimilitude. 

Just as the Nightingale-poet may have borrowed the Eclogue’s general interest in the 

interrelation between physical environments and the rhetorical engagements they 

enabled, so this sermon seems to demonstrate that even if the Owl and the Nightingale is 

not quite doing academically respectable natural philosophy, it is at least serviceable as 

an accessible source of nature lore, a medieval Popular Science. 

The sermon goes on to provide a detailed allegory of human temptation and 

divine grace, in which “the nightingale represents the devout, faithful soul, created to 

praise God through perpetual contemplation and watchful devotion” while the owl 
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represents “the devil, who … lies in ambush for the soul that renders praise in this way” 

(14). Alathia, given her deep appreciation for allegoresis, would likely approve. The 

borrowed nature lore serves primarily as a set of vivid images that, like the medieval 

mnemonic systems studied by Mary Carruthers, function as “energizing devices to put 

[the mind] interested and on track, by arousing emotions of fear or delight, anger, 

wonder, and awe” (Craft 117). As an allegory, birds appear to form a disposable vehicle 

for a metaphor whose tenor is humanity.  

Yet even as the sermon relies upon allegorical interpretations, it also models the 

frequent slippage in medieval discourse between theories of animal and human cognition. 

As Salisbury writes, “Early Christians” may have “established a view of the world that 

posited a chasm of difference between humans and animals,” yet “the use of animals as 

human exemplars suggested … that the two species were sufficiently similar that animals 

could be imagined to act like people, to possess personalities like people, and thus to 

offer models for human behavior” (100). The sermon’s careful use of natural science, 

however rhetorically effective, works against orthodox views of animal behavior, 

implicitly attributing abstract reasoning to the nightingale, who is holding herself on 

guard (cauens) and who takes deliberate actions in the interest of self-preservation. 

This brief sermon excerpt also illustrates a medieval reader’s interest in the Owl 

and the Nightingale specifically as a presentation of the natural behavior of literal 

birds.128 Two words stand out in particular as markers of these birds’ participation in 
                                                

128 In this, the sermon is linked to other English or continental thinkers such as Vincent of Beauvais and 

Albertus Magnus, for whom allegorical discussions of animals are often shifted from a moralistic mode in 
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medieval animal studies discourse. As the preacher describes it, the two birds have a 

naturale odium that occurs between them and drives their actions. This strange “natural 

hatred” that arises between animals hearkens to Neo-Aristotelian theories of animal 

decision-making capacities. These issues were explored by the Arabic philosopher 

Avicenna, spread throughout the Latin speaking West, and ultimately canonized in the 

theology of Saint Thomas Aquinas.129 Such questions brought new urgency to a central 

problem: how to reconcile the doctrine that animals lack human reason with their 

observed ability to process and respond to the world easily observable in natural animals. 

If the sermon ignores the tension between birds driven by mutual naturale odium and 

self-deciding animals that cleverly seek to preserve their own lives, other forms of 

discourse were not so blind to this tension. Indeed, the nature of animals (and by 

extension the aspects of human bodies analogous to animal decision-making organs) 

became an object of complex debate in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries. 

                                                
order to fit with the authors’ “scientific or encyclopaedic intentions” in which animal studies was seen as 

part of “the faithful study of ancient scientific authorities who taught them to contemplate the 

wonderfulness of Being” (Guldentops 291). 

129 The obsession with the literal sense is sometimes seen as a problematic issue within Thomistic 

philosophy. As Carlos Steel puts it, “The literal significance according to Thomas became too clever, too 

“scientific” for it to access the real “mystical” sense of the text;” indeed, for Steel, Aquinas’s anti-literalism 

is partially a reaction against a “new curiosity about animals following the reading of Aristotle”  (Steel 

"Animaux" 30, translation my own). 
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2B) Animal Facts and Animal Concerns 
 What does it mean for an animal to hate, even if it hates naturally? Especially 

what does this means when animals are assumed to lack any form of moral agency or 

independent reasoning capacities, as Neo-Aristotelian discourse demanded? The question 

is of little import when one is dealing with the sort of quickly-allegorized animal found in 

a sermon, since the work’s audience was encouraged to move on (like Alathia) to the 

spiritual and metaphorical meanings the animals signify for human behavior. Yet the 

issue of animal emotions was much more important to medieval philosophers, who 

sought to theorize and enforce the line between human and nonhuman forms of cognition. 

Indeed, the sermon’s casual acceptance of innate animal intentions depicts the end of a 

debate begun with the re-introduction of Aristotle to the Latin West in the twelfth 

century, most notably via the adaptation and elaborations provided by the Arabic 

philosopher Avicenna.  

The author of the Owl and the Nightingale had access to at least some Neo-

Aristotelian doctrines, and probably participated in an intellectual climate in which they 

were generating significant controversy. A.C. Cawley charts the poem’s reference to a 

distinctively Neo-Aristotelian astrology, which synthesizes earlier works by Boethius 

with “Ptolemaic astrology, Aristotelian science and the work of the Arab astrologers,” a 

revolution that was “already on the way to establishing itself in England by the end of the 

twelfth century” (162).130 J.A.W. Bennet also observes that the poem’s use of humoral 

                                                
130 The advance in modern critics’ understanding of medieval natural science can be seen if one 

compares this claim to Hinckley’s PMLA article of twenty years earlier, in which the poet is praised as a 
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physiology “suggests an acquaintance, direct or indirect, with the new Arabic physiology 

which was based on Aristotle” (Middle 10). The poem therefore responds to at least some 

Neo-Aristotelian doctrines.  

Whether the work was composed in the late twelfth century or the thirteenth, the 

author could have had access to Avicenna’s doctrines. As early and influential a student 

of English Aristotelianism as Fernand Van Steenberghen places Robert Grosseteste’s 

Neo-Aristotelian (and Avicennian) lectures at pre-1190 Oxford (Aristotle 132). By 1200, 

Aristotelian knowledge had spread far enough to enable a notable community of 

philosophers engaged with new knowledge emerging from Spain or Sicily, creating a 

situation similar to that of the continent. In the thirteenth century, Avicenna’s influence 

only grew. Scholars in the first half of the thirteenth century tended to prefer Avicenna’s 

perspective over Aristotle’s, largely on account of Avicenna’s incorporation of both 

contemporary medical advances and monotheistic religious doctrines. John Blund is 

representative of this new knowledge’s presence in England in the first decades of the 

thirteenth century, using Avicenna and (to a lesser extent) Aristotle to illuminate complex 

questions about the nature of the human soul.131 Thus while even an earlier date would 

                                                
rare light of empirical observation in a dark age of ignorance. For him, it was “incontestably true … that in 

an age when writers of natural history were blind leaders of the blind, he [the Owl and the Nightingale 

poet] did some justice to such powers of observation as he possessed” (303). 

131 As Dag Nikolaus Hasse writes, Blund’s “main interest, as he said himself, was to inquire what the 

soul is. He had two new sources at his disposal, Aristotle’s Peri psychēs and Avicenna’s De anima, and of 

those he very much preferred the latter” (23). 
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allow for some contact between English thinkers and Arabic Neo-Aristotelian thought, a 

later date would ensure that the Owl and the Nightingale emerged from a time in which 

university-educated people like “maister Nicholas” had been thoroughly steeped in a vast 

array of new ways of reasoning, both from Greek and Arabic sources. 

While this new knowledge was accepted with relatively little controversy in 

England, it offered a number of intellectual challenges to traditional understandings of 

both Christian doctrine and philosophy. Aristotle’s thought, as Dag Nickolas Hasse 

claims, “challenged not only doctrines … but the entire approach to psychology” 

previously practiced by Christian thinkers (11-12). As Maria Rosa Menocal writes, “Peter 

the Venerable had suspected that the threat this knowledge represented to the Christian 

establishment could no longer be dismissed and that it was strong enough to require 

active resistance,” a sentiment “probably more right than he could have suspected” (55). 

Indeed, within a century of their original spread, these doctrines would result in the 

infamous condemnations of 1270 and 1277 at the university in Paris.132 Such 

condemnations, which promised excommunication for those affirming a vast array of 

doctrines deemed hostile to Christian orthodoxy, reflected the “very real danger for 

Christianity” posed by an “increasingly independent, ‘rationalistic,’ and daring” Arts 

Faculty capable of working independently of, if not at cross-purposes with, professional 

theologians (Steenberghen Philosophical 79, emphasis original). In short, Avicenna and 

                                                
132 For more detailed overviews of these bans, as well as their unexpected results for the advancement of 

science, cf. Wippel and Grant "Condemnations.” 
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Aristotle changed the way Western thinkers thought about thought itself, and the change 

was often disruptive. 

One of Avicenna’s central thought-experiments bears directly on the sort of 

environmental interactions modeled in both the Owl and the Nightingale and the Eclogue 

of Theodolus. Using animals simultaneously as analogues of human perception and as 

examples of cognition devoid of human reason, he largely revitalized the study of the 

nature of perception and cognition. In doing so, he brought a new focus to considerations 

of the nature of perception and the human soul. It is therefore worthwhile to read his 

consideration of a lamb seeing a wolf alongside the English poem’s depictions of an owl 

seeing a nightingale, in order to tease out the philosophical stakes of this poem’s 

presentation of avian interactions. 

2C) The Lamb, the Wolf, and the Animal Soul 
The scene of an encounter between a lamb and a wolf is a favorite of Avicenna. 

As the Latin version of his Shifā’: Al Nafs puts it: 

The connotational attribute (intentio) is something that the soul perceives from the 
sensible without the external senses perceiving it previously; for instance, when 
the sheep perceives the connotational attribute of ‘unfriendliness’ in the wolf or 
the connotational attribute of ‘fear it and flee from it’, while the external senses 
do not perceive this at all. 
 
(intentio autem est id quod apprehendit anima de sensibili, quamvis non prius 
apprehendat illud sensus exterior, sicut ovis apprehendit intentionem quam habet 
de lupo, quae silicet est quare debeat eum timere et fugere, quamvis non hoc 
apprehendat sensus ullo modo.) 
(López-Farjeat 129) 
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Here, a lamb responds to a wolf, immediately and pre-consciously, through a complex 

process in which intentiones are perceived and affect the lamb’s soul. The difficulty 

Avicenna encountered was that while lambs certainly responded to their environment and 

to other creatures, he had to see true reason as a trait exclusive to humanity. As Aristotle 

writes, “for the thinking mind, images take the place of direct perceptions; and when it 

asserts or denies that they are good or bad, it avoids or pursues them” (177). His doctrines 

were further complicated by the fact that both animals and humans are capable of a 

certain level of abstraction; both perceive not merely the image of entities, but also their 

connotational attribute, form, or intention. 

Much critical ink has been spilled trying to explicate Avicenna’s attempt to 

theorize animals’ abilities to engage with and interact with the world. On the one hand, 

Avicenna had to theorize animals’ ability to respond to complex stimuli with appropriate 

actions. Yet in his vision of animals responding automatically to perceived forms, 

Avicenna left no room for them to engage in actual thought. Thus, as Dominik Perler puts 

it, an animal possesses only “one-way cognitions and consequently also one-way 

passions” so that “once it has apprehended the sensible and normative features, it cannot 

but have a certain type of passion, which gives rise to a certain type of behavior” (36-7). 

These reactions, moreover, were categorically determined, so that “a strong version of 

species determinism” made up the standard model for post-Avicennan conceptions of 

animal nature; these intentional responses to stimuli were seen as predetermined at a 

species level, or “stamped from Platonic templates” and incapable of being modified by 
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the individual organism (Van Dyke 8). Animals are, from this perspective, little more 

than automatons, as well as psychic carbon copies of fellows of their species. 

This simple narrative was complicated by the fact that both Avicenna and his 

Christian students recognized that these animal responses involved considerable 

complexity. The ability to form intentions from external sense data may be, “in animals 

… often immediate and instinctual (the sheep regards the wolf instinctually as 

dangerous), but it may also operate on the basis of earlier pleasant or unpleasant 

experiences (the dog regards the stick as painful because of an earlier experience)” 

(Knuuttila 220). Nor was animals’ ability to learn the only issue. As Luis Xavier López-

Farjeat posits, Avicenna’s difficulty in categorizing animals required him to vacillate 

even on the issue of whether individual nonhuman animals have the distinctively human 

trait of self-awareness. While part of his animal-human distinction required humans to 

have a special self-awareness, animals too had to be instinctively aware of their own 

nature in order to follow their natural tendency for self-preservation.  Thus, “on the one 

hand, [Avicenna] affirms that in the non-human animal there is no genuine self-

awareness,” yet, “on the other hand, he acknowledges that the non-human animal is 

aware of itself and perceives its soul as such” (López-Farjeat 135). In short, while 

Avicenna’s theories appear superficially to posit an animal who lacks in self-awareness 

and whose environmental and intersubjective responses are determined on the species 

level, both these distinctions were complicated by a series of exceptions or qualifications 

that returned to animals something akin to the two essential qualities (reasoning and self-

awareness) that he wished to retain for humans exclusively. Theorizing the encounters 
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animals had with one another and with their environments therefore revealed startling 

discontinuities within the Aristotelian scheme. A lot was going on, in the early thirteenth 

century, when sheep observed wolves in the wild. 

Because animal systems of perception and image processing were seen as 

homologous to their human counterparts, many of these discussions were intimately tied 

to human cognition. Joyce E. Salisbury has demonstrated how stories which used animals 

as examples of human behavior “were significant in spreading a new vision of animals 

and humans” which “marked a radical departure from the early medieval patristic view,” 

a shift so dangerous that such sermons were eventually (though quite ineffectually) 

condemned by the Council of Salzburg in 1386 (100). Heather Webb argues that 

Avicenna’s Aristotelianism shifted the entire imagined landscape of humanity, allowing 

the heart (rather than the brain) to make up the prime location of the soul, resulting in a 

number of surprising changes. Whereas previously the brain, and eventually the heart 

“has the place of the emperor, located in an upright body … many Aristotelian scholars 

[of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries] chose to de-emphasize verticality and 

emphasize centrality,” resulting in a conception of both the individual body and body 

politic that was circulatory rather than authoritarian (32). Michelle Karnes describes one 

thirteenth-century response to concerns about the material body’s ability to translate 

(animal-like) images into (abstract, human) thought. Bonaventure, expanding on 

Aquinas’s dictum in de Trinitate, argues that humans are able to reason in accordance 

with abstract reason only because of “Christ’s direct interaction with the mind’s cognitive 

images,” an ability native to him as the one being possessing of both divine (and 
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therefore spiritual) and fleshly (and therefore animal) natures (Karnes 77). These 

discussions gave theologians, philosophers, and physicians new reasons to care about the 

body and a new vocabulary for discussing the interactions between bodily organs and 

high-order intellectual activity. While previous discussions of psychology (especially in 

the traditional Augustinian mode) focused on a moral sense of intentionality and worked 

at precisely locating the human will,133 Aristotelian science encouraged a disciplined and 

profound engagement with shared animal-human passions and problems rooted in 

biological functions. Like modern science, it engaged with the natural world—and 

allowed nonhuman entities to speak back to humanity. 

2D) Hatred, Self-Validation and Avian Speech 
Instinctual hatreds, indeed hatreds driven by sense perception, dominate the early 

passages of the Owl and the Nightingale. The two lines preceding the Nightingale’s 

dialog evoke her sense perception three times: “the Nightingale saw her [the Owl], and 

beheld her and studied her (þe Niȝthingale hi iseȝ, / & hi bihold & overseȝ)” (29-30). In 

these first moments, the Nightingale conforms to Avicennian and Aristotelian 

physiology. The sight of the Owl produces an immediate reaction (no reasoned 

contemplation is necessary), and it is appropriate to her species. A nightingale who did 

not fear and hate an Owl would be a defective nightingale, and soon thereafter a dead 

one. The passage continues, characteristically, to present the Nightingale’s emotions. The 

                                                
133 For surveys of medieval developments of Stoic philosophy and Augustinian doctrines of the will, cf. 

Knuuttila 111-76 and Normore. 
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next line passes into blurred territory. It reads “and she thought much evil of the Owl (& 

þuȝte wel vul of þare Hule)” (31). The introduction of explicit thoughts into the head of a 

previously naturalistic nightingale accords with the poem’s premise of avian debate, but 

it does potentially mark the first departure from naturalism of the work’s opening. The 

next line associates the Nightingale with human reason much more blatantly. Beholding 

the Owl’s visage, she states with authority that “anyone would consider her to be loathly 

and filthy (For me hi halt lodlich & fule)” (32). Rather than acting on her instinct, or 

consciously (if only just) processing the hatefulness of the Owl, the Nightingale here 

explicitly appeals to an external authority—specifically, to the implied audience of 

humans whom she believes would condemn the Owl. 

As Neil Cartlidge writes, this is the first time in which “one of the birds appeals to 

human opinion, as they do frequently throughout the poem” (Owl 47). From the 

perspective of Avicennian philosophy, however, the line does more than that. It 

establishes the bird as an at least somewhat reasonable being. The Nightingale is here 

capable not only of distilling the sight of the Owl into an intentione that moves her to 

violent passions (as any good nightingale should do), but she also manages to judge her 

impression of the Owl against an abstract and absolute aesthetic standard, or at least an 

assumed human consensus.134 In either case, the Nightingale claims to be (and, indeed, 

seems to be) engaging in a basic form of deductive reasoning. Conveniently, however, 

                                                
134 That is, her words can be taken as meaning either “anyone ought to consider the Owl loathly and 

filthy” or “all humans would consider the Owl loathly and filthy.” 
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her reasoned arguments only confirm her previous perspective. Her use of human 

authorities only further encourage her hatred of the Owl 

Similarly, the Nightingale recognizes the Owl as a creature whose appeal to 

objective reasoning is a thin screen covering violent intentions. Above, I discussed the 

way that their initial arguments focus on their ability to do violence to each other; here, it 

is worth noting that only after arriving at their precarious physical stalemate, with the 

Nightingale safe in a hedge and the Owl waiting outside, does their discourse begins in 

earnest. It is at this point, when physical violence and direct cunning have both failed to 

cause the slaughter of the Nightingale, that the Nightingale offers instead conversation, 

using fayr worde, in which each can compete freely not with tooth and claw but to speak 

“rightly and skillfully (mid riȝte segge & mid sckile)” (180). The judge of their debate, 

unsurprisingly, is neither an Owl nor a Nightingale but a human: “Maister Nichole of 

Guldeforde” (191). The fight of tooth and claw is put on hold while they reformulate their 

arguments for a human audience. On line 215, they begin. 

The first 200-plus lines of this poem, then, reflect almost exclusively animal 

antagonisms. Just as the Nightingale’s first sight of the Owl filled her with hatred, so the 

Owl expresses hatred flavored with a bit of treacherous violence. Similarly, just as the 

Owl initially turns to a higher authority to justify her hatred, so the two birds together 

turn to Nicholas to decide their argument. This transition does not mark the end of their 

animal concerns, however, and certainly does not signal the end of their obsession with 

destroying their rivals. But before engaging with the meat of their argument, it is useful 
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to turn back to the Eclogue of Theodolus and look more closely at how the poet might 

conceptualize the human debate that the birds seek to mimic. 

2E) The Eclogue of Theodolus and Appeals to Higher Authorities 
Both threats of violence and demonstrations of bodily difference are far more 

rarified in the Eclogue of Theodolus than in the Owl and the Nightingale, yet they play a 

crucial role nonetheless. Particularly in the final few exchanges, the reader is not allowed 

to forget that Alathia and Pseustis have bodies that differ sexually, since Alathia’s 

defense of her gender is essentially a defense of herself.135 Indeed, as I demonstrated in 

Chapter One, the last series of exchanges focuses specifically around gender issues. Here 

it is useful to look more closely at the details of their encounters.  

In this final section, which begins on line 253 after Pseustis’s complaint that night 

won’t come and ends at the poem’s conclusion, Pseustis repeatedly offers descriptions of 

bad women from classical mythology (Rounds 36, 37) while Alathia counters with good 

women from the Bible (Rounds 29, 30, 31, 34). More disturbingly, Pseustis depicts 

women as under the control of men (he opens the section with three rape narratives in a 

row: Exchanges 28, 29 and 30), making explicit the ominous undertones of his repeated 

characterization of Alathia as “the virgin who does not know how to yield (quia nescit 

cedere virgo)” (Round 33, line 296; Round 35, line 312). Yet Alathia, as with the 

example above, shows herself capable not only of keeping cool in the face of Pseustis’s 
                                                

135 In earlier sections, Alathia’s femininity seems to be of much less account than in the last few 

engagements; both her accounts of Lot’s wife (Round 10) and Sampson and Delilah (Round 18) show her 

to be at least as harsh in condemnation of perfidious women as Pseustis. 
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emotionally volatile accusations, but also of responding creatively in support her own 

gender. Perhaps the best example of this skill comes from Round 34, which deserves an 

extended discussion: 

PSEUSTIS: The sight of Helen in the stars is bitter for those at sea. 
Blight is bitter to the crops, the hissing serpents to the field. 
The mole digs up the gardens, the nettle burns the finger. 
Who of the gods desired to vex all things so much? 
 
ALATHIA: A woman is a sweet thing to a man, rain is sweet to the parched 
fields. 
Mandrake is sweet to the sterile, the fount, to a farmer’s thirst. 
But after souls strip off the veils of flesh, it is best for all 
that the wrath of the Judge be appeased. 
 
(PSEUSTIS: Triste mari vectis Helenae respectus in astris, 
Frugibus aerugo, serpentum sibilus agro; 
Hortos talpa fodit, digitos urtica perurit: 
Omnia quis divum voluit confligere tantum? 
 
ALATHIA: Dulce viro mulier, pratis arentibus imber, 
Mandragorae sterili, fons agricolae sitienti: 
Praecellit cunctis, animae velamina carnis 
Exuerint postquam, placari Iudicis iram.) 
(301-8) 

 

The issue ostensibly at stake is whether polytheism or monotheism accords more readily 

with observed human experience. In this, it echoes Round 32, the only exchange in this 

final series of exchanges without any gender considerations.136 Pseustis opens with a 

variety of clashing or negative elements, which he will take as signs that the world is not 

                                                
136 Round 32 also centers around the issues of diversity and unity, as well as Pseustis’s emotions, which 

(according to Alathia) warp his rhetoric. Alathia chides Pseustis for believing in a disorderly profusion of 

deities, and attributes this to his excess of “fear and pleasure (timor atque volumptas)” (289). 
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one harmonious creation of one supreme God, but rather a battleground of many gods 

and entities that clash with each other. Alathia, on the other hand, presents a beautifully 

ordered world, in which every object has an ideal purpose within divine Providence.  

For the most part, this passage appears to be a draw. Alathia merely substitutes a 

list of pleasant objects for Pseustis’s unpleasant ones, revealing a perspective (for once) 

more optimistic but not necessarily more true to reality. Instead of considering noxious 

objects (blight, serpents, moles, and nettles) she focuses on that which is beneficial to 

humanity (rain, mandrake roots, and a fountain). Each competitor, then, has a narrative 

that explains certain aspects of human experience, but ignores others.  

The only category represented in both discussions is women, and here Alathia 

makes her argument more specific. Pseustis started by blaming Helen, the iconic bad 

woman, for sailor’s deaths. Alathia, however, posits women as inherently beneficial to 

men.137 Like both the Nightingale and the Owl, she accepts that humanity, or more 

specifically mankind, ought to be the judge of all earthly things. She goes beyond them, 

however, in evoking a judge not just human, but explicitly masculine. She therefore 

positions herself (as a woman) as valued in terms of the ability of a woman to be sweet to 

a man (“Dulce viro mulier”), (305).  

The last line of Alathia’s argument moves beyond such material considerations. 

After dealing with matters of this world (which consists of both good and evil 

                                                
137 Bernard’s commentary qualifies this statement, perhaps out of a concern for leading young men down 

the wrong path. He carefully reminds his readers that men delight best in good women (muliere bona) 

(113). 
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phenomenon, and in which women are justified by their value to men), she literally goes 

past all the discussions of this world (praecellit cunctis) to insist that humanity’s attitude 

should rely on neither optimistic nor pessimistic readings of the world, but rather on the 

afterlife and the ability to be free of divine judgment. Characteristically, her ultimate 

interests (and the only point in this round where she appears unambiguously victorious) 

are spiritual, rather than material. Theological discourse not only provides her with the 

ability to make Pseustis’s vision of an unpleasant current reality irrelevant, but it also 

allows her to redefine her attitudes in relationship to God, rather than earthly realities. In 

her economy of salvation, a woman can gain salvation as easily as a man. This divine 

reality, after all, surpasses every material trouble or pleasure. 

Bernard, however, does not jump to this theological interpretation. Before giving 

an allegorical gloss to Alathia’s words, Bernard connects her last two lines to her earlier 

discussion of Helen by focusing on the character’s emotional experience at the moment 

of speaking: 

If truly we discuss those ideas that are as troubling a conflict to Pseustis as 
Helen was to the sailors, she will respond, it is to be read thus: this contest is 
so sweet to me as a woman is sweet to a man, &c., because it excels (the rest 
of the things, that is, it is better [than]) all things to make a reconciliation for 
yourself, or to transform the wrath of God after death. 
 
(Si vero ad illam sententiam quam diximus, tam molestum esse conflictum 
Pseusti quam Helena nautis, respondeat, sic est legendum: tam dulce est michi 
certamen, quam dulce mulier viro, etc., quia precellit (ceteris rebus, id est, 
melius est) cunctis rebus placatam facere sibi, vel alii iram Dei post mortem.) 
(Jacobs 113). 
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Just as Pseustis’s bitter words are read not as reflections of his emotional state rather than 

objective declarations, so, too, Alathia’s language exposes the contours of her mind. 

Alathia’s sunny worldview is glossed as a result of her joy in the poetry contest itself. 

Notably, Bernard glosses Alathia’s judgment as explicitly subjective: “to me this poetry 

contest is as sweet as a woman is sweet to a man (tam dulce est michi certamen, quam 

dulce mulier viro) (113, emphasis mine).  

The moment is also interesting as it marks Alathia’s appropriation of a male 

perspective. Even as she insists on her embodied emotional pleasure as an individual 

engaging in a poetry contest, she links this intellectual pleasure to the pleasure a man 

takes in a woman, a pleasure which Pseustis (ironically the only man present) seems 

unwilling to admit. Alathia is capable not only of obtaining pleasure in a debate that 

Pseustis finds onerous, but also of appropriating Pseustis’s masculine gaze. While at 

other moments Alathia defines herself explicitly as a woman, here Alathia wins rhetorical 

points because she is more of a man than Pseustis. 

This success is further linked in Alithia’s conclusion with the matter of salvation. 

Bernard recapitulates that the sweetness (dulce) Alathia experiences in the debate is 

explained to be a result of the superior (melius) experience of Heavenly reconciliation she 

anticipates. Just after Alathia usurps Pseustis’s male perspective, she abandons it in favor 

of the greater pleasures of salvation. Her pleasure in the poetry contest, which is as sweet 

as the pleasure a man takes in a woman, only anticipates the greater pleasures of 

salvation. 
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It is possible to read this as a moment in which Alathia invites Pseustis to convert 

his beliefs, to join her in a Christianity capable of placating God’s wrath. In saying that it 

is better to make amends to God than for a man to take one’s pleasure in a woman, 

Alathia might hope to convince Pseustis to join her in following the better way. Yet even 

if Pseustis fails to convert to another faith, Alathia has already demonstrated her own 

proficiency in rhetorical conversions. First defending her own gender from misogynist 

slanders, then appropriating the very male position Pseustis inhabits, and finally claiming 

participation in the divine work of salvation which renders all earthly claims irrelevant, 

she demonstrates a rhetorical dexterity to which the Owl and Nightingale can only aspire. 

She also demonstrates herself to be in full possession of very human faculties of reason, 

constantly translating the input she receives from the world into new and different forms, 

and ultimately celebrating her own ability to be transformed into a creature beyond all 

fleshly concerns. If the Eclogue of Theodolus starts with deeply material concerns, 

Alathia shows how her physical limitations can be overcome, both through submission to 

the transcendent vision of Christianity and through her clever use of rhetoric. 

2F) English Intellectual Systems: A Bird’s Eye View 
In the debate between Pseustis and Alathia, then, one sees a careful balance 

between a deep appreciation for the way that debate is structured by material 

circumstances and an equally deep insistence upon Alathia’s ability to transcend or 

transform her circumstances (and even herself) through participation in the larger 

discourse of Christianity. Therefore, despite Alathia’s insistence on higher-order 

interpretations of her physical reality, the Eclogue is saturated with signs of her and 
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Pseustis’s shared participation in a deeply embodied debate profoundly shaped by their 

environment. From the opening scenes in which the protagonists gather around a stream 

to the closing exchanges in which Pseustis hurls insults at Alathia’s gender, the Eclogue 

of Theodolus demonstrates itself to be richly concerned with bodies and their material 

circumstances. In this, it prepares the way for the poetics of the Owl and the Nightingale, 

even as Alathia demonstrates a form of rhetorical conversion that will prove inaccessible 

to the English birds. 

The Owl and the Nightingale expands this sort of engagement between a 

rhetorical contest and its frame narrative by depicting its protagonists as birds, and birds 

who demonstrate a great deal of verisimilitude in terms of Neo-Aristotelian thought. 

Roughly consistent with Avicenna’s doctrines about the ways nonhuman animals process 

sense data, the poem depicts both the Owl and Nightingale as endowed with a vicious and 

dominant hatred of each other, even as the environment is carefully established to keep 

the two animals apart. While their ability to emulate human speech is remarkable, the 

dominance of passages concerned with literal violence, especially in the work’s opening 

lines, appears to demonstrate their lack of abstract reason. Like the very “breche” or man-

made clearing they inhabit, the birds represent odd hybrids of human language and avian 

instincts.   

Furthermore, I have shown that it is only when physical violence is impractical 

that the Owl and Nightingale turn to rhetorical debate. Now I shall examine passages 

from the debate proper, where both birds draw most extensively from human legal and 

theological discourse. Taking the Nightingale as an exemplar for the birds’ behavior in 
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general, I shall follow her deployment of religious, psychological, and legal discourse in 

the poem’s famous discussion of sexual morality. As I shall demonstrate, the Nightingale 

achieves a remarkable but incomplete feat. On the one hand, she demonstrates the power 

of erudition and the ability of abstract legal concerns to draw disputants away, however 

briefly, from their intended physical violence. On the other hand, she is incapable of 

achieving the sort of intellectual consistency Alathia seems to obtain. Consistently, 

human systems are used only in as far as they support the Nightingale’s only point of 

consistency—her twin desires to see herself preserved and the Owl destroyed. If the 

poem satirizes human society, it is through the Nightingale’s proximity to human 

intellectual practice.  

Turning away from blatant threats and insults, these birds have here instead 

turned to what Tamara A. Goeglein terms “the artifice of formal discourse,” a form of 

sublimated aggression that “protects the nightingale, who finds physical security in 

rational discourse” (196). Yet while a real shift does occur in the methodology of the 

birds’ conflict, its effectiveness as an alternative to physical violence is not nearly so 

assured as may initially appear. As I shall show, the birds are quite aware of both the 

fragility of their bodies and the precariousness of their relationship. If the birds draw 

upon multiple forms of human discourse, they seem incapable of being transformed by 

any discourse, nor of receiving safety from their use of discourse instead of violence. 

The passage below begins shortly after a scene where the Owl describes the 

Nightingale’s vicious death as punishment for inspiring a woman to commit adultery. 
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The Nightingale’s philosophical digression provides the perfect opportunity for her to 

enlist human discourse in her own defense: 

Though some woman might be of a frail mind— 
for women are of a soft humor— 
that she through some fool’s reasoning  
(he asks her eagerly and sighs bitterly),  
stray and do wrong at some time,  
shall I therefore be held responsible?  
If women love foolishly,  
do you blame me for their misdeeds?  
If women seem bent on secret love,  
I am not able to withhold my songs.  
Women may play under the sheets,  
whether they will to do well or badly,  
and they may act in accordance with my song  
whether they wish well or wrong. 
 
(þah sum wif beo of nesche mode— 
For wummon beoþ of softe blode— 
þat heo þurh sume sottes lore 
þe ȝeorne bit & sikeþ sore, 
Misrempe & misdo sumne strunde 
Shal ich þaruore beon ibunde? 
ȝif wimmen luuieþ unrede 
Hwitistu me hore misdede?  
ȝef wimmon þencheþ luuie derne 
Ne ne mai ich mine songes werne. 
Wummon mai pleie under cloþe, 
Weþer heo wile wel þe wroþe, 
& heo mai do bi mine songe, 
Hwaþer heo wule wel þe wronge.) 
(1349-62) 

 

This extended quotation, one frequently cited in medieval criticism, is indeed about 

women. Yet the entire passage serves, crucially, only to defend the Nightingale against 

the Owl’s accusations, and thereby preserve her from death. 
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 The Nightingale, that is, rephrases and counters the accusation made against her. 

First, she takes great pains to repeat the Owl’s case, like a collected human lawyer. 

Women’s ability to be misled by evil seducers’ “sotte lore” [fool’s reasoning] is part of 

their basic humoral physiology—literally stemming from the “softe blode” or gentle 

humors they are claimed to possess.138 The problem for the Nightingale is that if women 

are indeed merely driven by the ways that their environment plays upon their passions, 

then the Nightingale must accept culpability for the sexual sins she inspires. According to 

this line of reasoning, the Nightingale deserves death. 

In order to defend herself, the Nightingale turns (rather comically) from Galenic 

to Augustinian psychological narratives. While Augustine may label women as the 

weaker sex, he nevertheless endows both men and women with independent and 

meaningful wills, that is, with the ability to direct their own intentions and be held 

accountable for their thoughts and actions. Rather than portraying women as ultimately 

driven by their “blod,” the Nightingale uses religious discourse to show them as moral 

rather than biological creatures. In this new discourse, women are driven only by their 

ability to will (“wile” or “wule”) good (“wel”) or bad. Indeed, the Nightingale’s near 

repetition at lines 160 and 162 enacts a shift from biological to moral psychology: where 

women’s first choice is between good and “wroþe,” a word denoting uncontrolled bodily 

passions, their second choice is between good and moral “wronge.” 

                                                
138 Though “blode” is most often literally translated as blood, the term can be understood according to the 

MED’s definition 1c, as referring either specifically to blood as one of the four humors or as (by extension) 

referring to women’s humoral construction in general. 
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The story becomes much more complicated as the Nightingale’s argument 

develops. She strengthens her case by comparing herself to inanimate objects (gold and 

weapons) that are similarly capable of being used for good or evil and immune to 

punishment (1363-76). Yet with no visible break in either manuscript, she then jumps to 

an entirely different line of reasoning: 

Whatever sort it is, each love is worthy  
between a man and a woman— 
but if she is stolen [forcefully] away,  
he is evil and perverted 
 
(Bo wuch ho bo, vich luue is fele 
Bitweone wepmon & wimmane— 
Ah ȝef heo is atbroide þenne 
He is unfele & forbrode.) 
(1378-81) 

 

Here, the Nightingale makes two spectacularly unexpected moves. First, she backs away 

from her earlier careful defense, which relied upon replacing biological conceptions of 

female weakness with theological assertions of all humans’ ability to will good or evil. 

Instead, she questions the very morality that underwrote her previous defense. Suddenly, 

all forms of consensual heterosexual intercourse are “worthy,” a claim both strikingly 

heterodox and dramatically contrasted with the Nightingale’s earlier assertions 

If the Nightingale is able to pull off this rhetorical sleight of hand, it is only by 

drawing upon a third discourse, that of English legal culture. The term “atbroide” is 

roughly synonymous with the controversial Latin term raptus, which properly signifies 

the action of seizing, snatching, or carrying someone off, but which was commonly 
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extended to cover the crime of sexual assault.139 Yet while continental and clerical legal 

traditions tended more or less to subsume sexual assault under the category of property 

theft, English law (especially before the fourteenth century) was more explicit both in its 

condemnations of various gradations of sexual assault, and in its insistence on the 

necessity of extremely harsh punishments for its male perpetrators.140 Here, then, the 

Nightingale demonstrates a firm knowledge of English legal theory, aligning herself with 

legal and cultural condemnations of a specific sexual crime in order to distract readers 

away from her inconsistent logic. Clearly, her implicit argument that strict 

condemnations of rape excuse all other sexual crimes would strike medieval audiences as 

comically absurd. Nonetheless, her shifting rhetoric imbues her with the human-like 

ability to bring multiple discourses to bear in her defense. 

Each argument the Nightingale makes, however, contradicts her previous claims. 

When she associates herself with clerical discourse (against a psychological narrative that 

                                                
139 The standard source for theorizing the queasy and convoluted relationship between property rights 

and medieval conception of sexual assault remains Kathryn Gravdal; see "Camoflaging" and Ravishing. 

However, Gravdal’s assertions must be heavily qualified when applied to England, where Germanic 

traditions largely improved the status of women. For a detailed study of the English context, see Saunders. 

140 One English penalty (in law though not in practice) for sexual assault on a virgin was castration and 

blinding, a punishment emphasizing the sexual aspect of the crime. Yet the English law covered women 

who were not virgins as well, if the penalty for assault was then lessened; even licensed prostitutes were 

explicitly named, in this treatise, as pertaining to the category of “all of whom the king must protect 

[against sexual assault] for the preservation of his peace (sine delectu personarum, quas quidem omnes 

debet rex tueri pro pace sua)” (Bracton 415). 
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would blame the Nightingale for manipulating women’s humors), her prime form of 

defense is the argument that women’s moral capacity is to blame for their choice between 

good and evil forms of sexuality. Yet when she associates herself with English legal 

practice, that choice itself is stripped of all moral force; the only evil seems to belong to 

those men who force women against their will, leaving women and nightingales alike free 

of blame. Only one thing remains constant: in both cases, the Nightingale is blameless, 

and ought not to be the victim of punitive wrath. 

This pairing of rampant ideological shifts with a consistent undertone that the 

Nightingale is innocent remains the one constant through the rest of her speech. She re-

admits sins of the flesh as sins a few lines later, but contrasts the lesser desires of the 

flesh (“flesches luste”) with more serious evils associated with the “gostes cust” (1397-

8). Again, unsurprisingly, the Nightingale is blameless, if one accepts her spirit-body 

duality; by definition sexual sins inspired by passionate birdsong fall into the first 

category, while sober intellectual sins are reserved for the second. More creatively, she 

even argues in lines 1457-62 that her bawdy songs teach temperance, or at least the 

wisdom one gains by following one’s passions. As Kevin Brownlee et. al write, the 

Nightingale thus “resourcefully argues that her pleasurable love-lyrics teach of the 

shortness of love through their own brevity, and thus instruct the young to be wary of 

love” (Brownlee et al. 438). Even when she admits that her songs may indeed turn young 

hearts towards illicit love, she manages to spin the story so that she appears untouched by 

moral culpability. 
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In each case, the Nightingale performs a quasi-Alathian move. Like Alathia, she 

is strikingly creative at using multiple forms of discourse to invent arguments. As a 

result, her rhetoric takes on something of Alathia’s dexterity, not limiting itself to a single 

common-sense reading of the world. Unlike Alathia, however, she does not transform 

herself in order to conform to the ideas she espouses. On the contrary, even when the 

Nightingale deals with the central issue under debate (whether she is guilty of inspiring 

women to commit adultery and therefore worthy of death), her theological, legal, and 

psychological arguments flatly contradict each other. For the Nightingale, debate is a 

means to an end—but the end is always focused upon her immediate physical 

circumstances. 

This ad hoc, messy, self-contradictory use of discourse is enough to convince the 

Owl, at least in part. Recognizing that “she [the Nightingale] had spoken well at the 

beginning of her argument (heo wel speke atte frume)” (1513), the Owl decides not to 

attack the Nightingale’s fluently inconsistent use of Christian and English authorities. 

Instead, the Owl attacks the Nightingale on the grounds of closing comments in which 

she associated herself not with rational human thought, but with gender- and age-specific 

human beings. “Now I have discovered,” the Owl speaks, “that maidens are of your mind 

(Nu ich habbe ifunde / þat maidens beoþ of þine imunde)” (1515-6). Cartlidge translates 

the sentence as “Now I discover … that your sympathy lies with young girls,” yet the text 

allows for more mutual identification than any idiomatic translation provides; the 

Nightingale and maidens literally, in the Owl’s words, share one mind. Pivoting on this 

moment when the Nightingale associated herself not with abstract forms of discourse but 
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with identifiable people of a certain gender and a certain age, the Owl feels confident to 

go on the attack again. 

After the birds associate themselves with classes of flesh-and-blood humans, 

rather than forms of human discourse, the debate retains the same spirit of studied self-

contradiction, even as it takes on a broader array of topics. The Nightingale opens with a 

witty (if grotesque) turn of misogyny, in which she declares that her form of romanticism 

is actually antithetical to adultery. To wit, either (a) a married woman has a strong and 

virile husband, in which case no rational seducer would risk her husband’s wrath (1500-

2), or (b) a married woman has a grotesque husband, in which case the knowledge that 

such a man had slept with the woman should fill any seducers with disgust (1505-6). 

Either way, the Nightingale is innocent. 

For modern audiences, the Owl is much more sympathetic. Her association with 

married women causes her to lament those women mistreated or neglected by husbands. 

The Owl even, in direct contradiction to her earlier strict moralism, prays that misused 

wives may be sent worthy lovers to replace their neglectful husbands (1566-70). In a 

more orthodox vein, the Owl praises the husband who “loves and maintains his wife 

rightly (luueþ and hald his wif ariht)” (1576), and whose wife in return serves him 

sexually and domestically (“serueþ him to bedde & to borde”) (1579), ensuring the 

Nightingale that she is not entirely inconsiderate of the pleasures of the flesh. Yet the 

Owl adds, crucially, an additional feminine virtue that serves the Owl’s interest; the ideal 

wife must mourn her husband when he is gone, a mindset which allows the Owl to take 

on the noble task of sitting outside her window and singing songs of mourning (1594-8). 



  

 179 

In this most inconclusive moment, neither creature has a doctrinal leg to stand on; all they 

have is emotional alliances with human women, and their only difference concerns what 

circumstances drive which women to sympathize with them. However much the debate 

draws upon legal and theological discourse surrounding sexual ethics, it is ultimately not 

about human sexuality at all. All these arguments ultimately serve as a plea, targeted at 

humans, to destroy or preserve one or another of the birds.  

The few lines of debate remaining in the poem are directly about bird bodies. The 

Owl (with Messianic overtones) argues that even though she appears despised by 

humanity, her body is useful even after death (1601-34). The Nightingale sees this as an 

admission of defeat, offering a vivid description of the violent desecrations humans enact 

on the Owl’s body when transforming it into a useful scarecrow (1645-52). In a final act 

of celebration, she calls her friends to mob the Owl (1653-66), an act that the Owl takes 

as direct preludes to violence (1668-9). The Owl responds with a desperate bluff, lying 

about armies of Owls she could command (1707-16), and only the timely arrival of the 

Wren suffices to avert physical violence and allow the case to (possibly) be resolved 

peacefully by the human judgment of Maister Nichole.  

Compared to the debate modeled by Pseustis and Alathia, this is a profoundly 

deranged form of discourse. Each bird, given voice and immense knowledge but 

(seemingly) no other human attribute, manages to do nothing more or less than express 

her eagerness to survive and see her opponent dead. Indeed, for all the use of human 

psychological, moral, and legal discourse (each in the service of justifying or avoiding 

violence against the other), the only significant rhetorical transformation occurs within 
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the frame narrative; by the end, the Nightingale has recruited an army of friends, and it is 

the Owl who is physically weaker and therefore requires a linguistic bluff to preserve 

herself from physical violence. 

Yet even if the Owl and the Nightingale are opportunistic creatures that see their 

physical or intellectual environment as nothing but a place from which to maneuver for 

survival advantage, the ultimate joke of the poem is how familiar these debates may 

appear to humans. In presenting this similarity, the poem perhaps anticipates one of the 

most devastating implications of Neo-Aristotelian thought—the revision of not animal 

but human thought and the suggestion that humans and animals may be subject to the 

same influences. The poem shows a profound curiosity about the possibility of an animal, 

or at least a quasi-animal and non-anthropocentric, perspective on human concerns. In 

doing so, it is most intriguing that the poet may have sought as one of his models a Latin 

pedagogical poem not about birds or sheep but about humans, commingled with oxen, 

sheep, and (potentially) wolves, meeting in their own environment to work out their own 

inherent animosities and desires for survival. 

Conclusion: Medieval Debate and Avian Thoughtlessness 
The reading I have just offered locates the Owl and the Nightingale between two 

different influences. On the one hand, it draws from (or, possibly, merely parallels) the 

Eclogue of Theodolus, a debate that models intellectual versatility and sophistication even 

as it provides a great deal of attention to its governing frame narrative of a boy and a girl 

inhabiting a particular environment. This Eclogue demonstrates ways in which medieval 

textuality could simultaneously build upon material realities and allow rhetors to convert 
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their own attitudes and actions to align with higher principles. On the other hand, the 

English poem echoes the thirteenth-century field of Neo-Aristotelian cognitive studies, 

which placed much more pressure on the differences and similarities between human 

cognitive capacities and analogous systems in nonhuman animals. 

Alathia models a sophisticated form of Christian intellectual competency. She is 

no less situated in her environment than Pseustis, the Owl, or the Nightingale, yet she is 

also capable of aligning herself with counterintuitive modes of reading, abstract 

principles, and transcendent religious narratives in a way that allows her to dismiss or 

even actively contradict Pseustis’s intuitive, straightforward way of reading the world. 

The Eclogue thus demonstrates not Christian doctrine so much as complex processes of 

reasoning spread through literary education. Where Pseustis, perhaps like the Owl and the 

Nightingale, is an effective reader of the literal sense of the world, Alathia is far more 

flexible. Aligned with allegorical and theological modes of transformative interpretation, 

she is capable of counterintuitive readings of both words and worlds that, ultimately, win 

her intellectual and cultural power beyond what Pseustis believes possible for one of her 

gender and culture. The signature effect of Alathia’s education is for her to be 

transformed by the words she speaks, a process ultimately pointing towards her endpoint 

of salvation but always grounded in her appropriations of lived experience. 

Neo-Aristotelian thought provides the opposite impulse, a push to model the avian 

characters in the Owl and the Nightingale as flat and incapable of significant change. 

Admittedly, the medieval science upon which the Owl and the Nightingale draws had 

different presuppositions than modern science, and their conclusions have largely been 
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supplanted by non-Aristotelian theories.141 Nonetheless, scholastic speculation inarguably 

fulfilled one prime purpose of modern scientific discourse: that of painstakingly 

assembling data for the purpose of (in Latour’s formulation) “socializing nonhumans to 

bear on the human collective (Pandora's 296). As David C. Lindberg put it, “champions 

of the new Aristotelianism were inclined to enlarge the scope of rational activity, 

naturalistic explanation, and Aristotelian demonstration” (231), transforming many 

previously-accepted facts about nature, humanity, God, and Scriptural hermeneutics into 

deeply contested matters of urgent concern.142 The protagonists echo many of these 

debates, displaying irresistible emotion-like responses to visual images, complex 

engagements with their environment, and a lack of self-consistent, abstract reasoning 

capacities.  

The poem’s central joke lies in the distance these birds are able to cover despite 

their apparent psychological simplicity, as well as in the wealth of knowledge and 

erudition they are able to exhibit while nevertheless remaining blind to their own 

                                                
141 As Edward E. Grant puts it, “medieval natural philosophers were unlike early modern scientists in two 

significant ways: they did not regularly employ experiments as a means of gaining knowledge about the 

world, and they lacked a useful concept of scientific progress” (Foundations 159). Renaissance figures like 

Gallileo were significant not merely for their ability to generate new data (which often was anticipated in 

medieval discussions), but rather for elucidating a rhetorical framework in which old models, and in 

particular medieval Neo-Aristotelian models, were aggressively demolished in order to make room for 

more capacious and complex understandings of nature. 

142 For one example of early medieval attempts to extend Avicenna’s project of unifying medical and 

philosophical knowledge, see Asúa. 
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inconsistencies. It is a joke made funny by the uncanny way these intellectually blinded 

birds manage to resemble not ideals of humanity as imagined by humans, but the practice 

of human reason as enacted by a variety of people also interested in their own survival. In 

this, the Owl and the Nightingale turns the aspirations of the Eclogue of Theodolus on its 

head. Its protagonists, armed with generally birdlike mentalities but with human 

knowledge and reasoning abilities, manipulate many strands of medieval English thought 

to their own benefit in gleeful ignorance of their own incoherence. Perhaps, in this, they 

are far more typically human than Alathia herself.  

 
.  
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Chapter 4: Cognitive Failures and Visual Transformations in Chaucer’s 
House of Fame 

Introduction: The Human Brain and a Pagan Boy 
The word brayn appears but four times in Chaucer’s corpus (Oizumi and Miki 

79). Half its appearances come from Chaucer’s late works;143 the heroine of Troilus and 

Criseyde encourages her heart to “Lat in youre brayn non other fantasy” than Troilus’s 

visage (III 1504), while the more material-minded Wife of Bath recoils in horror from an 

account of mad wives driving nails into their husbands’ brains (WB 769). The remaining 

two uses of the term come from the House of Fame. One use is found in the proem to 

Book I, and the other in the proem to Book II. The first quotation sets the stage for the 

work’s concerns. Surveying the literature that considers the causes of dreams, Chaucer 

presents the debate as to 

…why this more than that cause is  
As yf folkys complexions    
Make hem dreme of reflexions, 
Or ellys thus, as other sayn, 
For to gret feblenesse of her brayn  
By abstinence or by seknesse, 
Prison-stewe or gret distresse… 
(21-6) 

and so forth. 

Chaucer’s brain is first of all both a physical organ and the root of cognition. As 

such, it is no infallible source of knowledge but rather prone to all the weaknesses of 

human nature. One person’s brain exhibits “feblenesse” that leads to meaningless dreams, 

                                                
143 All quotations of Chaucer’s work are referenced by line number (in the case of The House of Fame) 

or abbreviation and line number, and come from Benson Riverside. 
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just as other people have such “complexions” that their dreams take the forms of mere 

“reflexions” or repetitions of their daily lives. Moreover, such brain weaknesses 

themselves have physical triggers that tie the individual brain to the larger social 

community. One’s brain can be weakened on account of “abstinence” from food, by 

disease born by other humans, by time spent in incarceration, by emotional distress, and 

by a large number of other causes. In short, Chaucer’s reference to the human “brain” 

opens up discussions of the difficulty of accessing trustworthy knowledge from within a 

human body, a subject central to the House of Fame. 

The Eclogue of Theodolus is referenced only once in Chaucer’s corpus, and again 

that mention occurs in the House of Fame.144 In the first half of Book III, human 

discourse re-assembles itself in the form of statues of great auctores, creating visual 

representations of the actions of Fame. However, if Chaucer’s list of texts represents the 

typical “literary universe of a fourteenth-century Englishman with a rich cultural 

formation” (Boitani 205), it also problematizes that literary heritage. After introducing a 

number of harpers, representatives of literary glory, the description moves on to a list of 

three pipers. According to J.A.W. Bennett, all are “counterfeits” set opposite the glorious 

and truthful harpists that came before (Chaucer's Book 122-3). The first piper is 

“Atiteris” (1227), almost certainly Virgil’s Tityrus, the exiled Athenian who opens 

                                                
144 For sources of the Eclogue, see note 18 in Chapter 1, introduction. For a survey of the earlier evidence 

that Chaucer used the Eclogue of Theodolus as a source for the House of Fame, see Hamilton "Theodulus" 

and Holthausen. For a general treatment of the Eclogue and its manuscripts in an English context, see 

Hobbs 42-7 and 246-73. 
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Virgil’s Eclogues (Benson Riverside 986). The second piper named is “of Athenes daun 

Pseustis” (1228), the pagan poet from the Eclogue of Theodolus whose very name means 

falsehood. Fittingly, his opponent Alathia, whose name means “truth,” is omitted from 

the House of Fame. Indeed, Pseustis is followed directly by Marcia, another character 

notable for his artistic failure. While Chaucer feminizes the character of Marsyas,145 his 

naming of the faun who vainly strove against the god Apollo both echoes Pseustis’s fame 

as an artistic failure and makes clear the potential bodily stakes of poetic failure. 

“Marcia,” as Chaucer writes, “lost her skyn, / Both in face, body, and chyn” (1229-30). 

Together, the three cast a dark shade on the literary tradition—fame remembers not only 

glorious successes, but also exiles, failures, and those whose poetry leads to ignominious 

death. 

This triptych of pipers serves a function similar to Chaucer’s earlier invocation of 

“thought” and “brayn.” Each stands in for the failures or limits of a seemingly 

trustworthy way of looking at the world. Just as the individual mind and brain may be 

incapable of sorting truth from illusion, so too the socially distributed cognition 

represented by Fame embraces failures as well as triumphs, bestowing immortality on 

liars and fools as well as on wise or skillful sages. Such a reading of Chaucer’s poem is 

not, of course, original. Shelia Delaney’s classic Chaucer’s House of Fame: The Poetics 

of Skeptical Fideism makes much the same claim. For her, the “depth of Chaucer’s 

skepticism” is demonstrated in Chaucer’s simultaneous critique of experience and 
                                                

145 For previous interpretations of Chaucer’s use of the feminine pronoun, see David "How Marcia," 

Schless, Chance Mythographic 45-82, D. Wallace 249-51, and Fumo. 
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tradition; ultimately “neither can be relied on for truth” (111). Yet Chaucer’s twin 

interests in this grammar-school debate poem and in scholastic studies of human 

cognition allow for a new consideration of both the poem’s use of old texts and its 

fixation on philosophical and practical difficulties involved in all human judgments. 

Opening not with literature but with contemporary philosophical and medical 

theories about the nature of human dreams, then moving through a complex account of 

Aeneid IV from the perspective of Dido, Chaucer’s poem dramatizes the question of 

textual judgment (how can one gain useful knowledge by reading a deluge of 

contradictory scientific authorities), the question of personal judgment (how can a woman 

gain useful knowledge of her male suitor’s intentions), and the vivid consequences of 

failures of judgment. Yet within this uncertain world, it is Chaucer the poet,146 and 

particularly his triumphantly complex transformation of Dante’s Eagle, that models the 

power of uncertain knowledge and clever rhetorical positioning to achieve (for some) a 

form of authority that cannot be obtained through more direct attempts to grasp the truth. 

Paradoxically, the model for his textual transformations is Alathia, the figure from the 

Eclogue of Theodolus that Chaucer chooses not to name but whose visual and affective 

                                                
146 Throughout, I use the name “Geffrey” to refer to Chaucer’s autobiographical “narrative voice,” which 

is both a mask Chaucer puts on and a character he performs. I follow Michael Foster in taking this voice to 

be no full-fledged character in the modern sense but rather “a primary locus for hiding his literary and 

linguistic agency” (105). For more discussion of Chaucer’s narrator, see Foster 315-23, Donaldson, 

Bethurum, Watts, and Payne "Making." Additionally, for a connection between Chaucer’s narratorial self-

promotion and his probable grammar-school education, see Bahr. 
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rhetoric offers Chaucer a way of navigating a world in which certain truth about crucial 

matters is often impossible. 

PART I: MEDIEVAL SCIENCE IN THE MAKING 

1A) The House of Fame and Medieval Philosophy 
Neither the Eclogue of Theodolus nor the human brain has been traditionally 

viewed as the subject of Chaucer’s House of Fame. It is by now quite traditional to claim 

that “the subject of the House of Fame is the art of poetry itself” (Shook 417). John M. 

Fyler’s introduction to the work in The Riverside Chaucer, for instance, characteristically 

presents the text as a meditation on poetic language. For Fyler, the poem is “Chaucer’s 

fullest exploration of the poet’s position and responsibilities, the sources of his 

knowledge and the limits of his vision” (Benson Riverside 348).147 Such a vision is in one 

respect inevitable; nowhere else does Chaucer so directly reflect on the masterworks of 

his literary tradition, attempting a semi-encyclopedic portrait of the literary canon as he 

saw it. Passages from House of Fame have been identified as Chaucer’s most direct 

authorial credo,148 and his depiction of varied voices jostling together without unity in the 

House of Tidyngs has often been seen as an early rehearsal for The Canterbury Tales 

                                                
147 The focus on limitations is often encouraged by an apparent opposition between Chaucer’s use of 

authority and Dante’s, a contrast to which I shall return in section three of this chapter. Fyler, for instance, 

writes elsewhere that in contrast to Dante’s insistence on language’s potential transcendence, Chaucer’s 

approach “is in some respects of the other extreme, the foul rag and bone shop from which the poet, like all 

other human beings, takes his terms of discourse” ("Chaucer, Pope" 157). 

148 See Burrow “Geoffrey’s” for a discussion of the House of Fame as Chaucer’s poetic manifesto. 
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(Delany Chaucer's House 87-112). Yet nowhere else, either, does Chaucer treat so 

clearly the problematic nature of human cognition.149 

The House of Fame itself, however, tends to deal with literary reputation only as a 

part of its broader project of contemplating human cognition. Considering the parallel 

natures of the great authors remembered within Fame’s House and the common gossip 

weighed within the House of Tidyngs, Martin Irvine links Chaucer’s consideration of 

“the possibility of a tradition of texts” only as “part of a larger pattern of perpetuated 

discourse which provides the grounds of possibility of any new text” (875). The poem’s 

presentation of linguistic potential is not, however, particularly hopeful. As Susanne 

Conklin Akbari points out, the poem undercuts “the possibility of conveying truth 

through language,” showing the untrustworthiness of the work’s medium (205). In this 

poem, poetry cannot be conceptualized apart from other uses of language, and language 

itself is but one way in which humans fail to know or communicate the world.  

Although the poem ends with a deluge of gossipy, vernacular voices, it opens in 

the opposite register, with the authorized voice of scholastic philosophical inquiry. While 

there is as yet no conclusive evidence that Chaucer attended university (Hornsby), and 

                                                
149 In this chapter, I am primarily concerned with Chaucer’s consideration of late-medieval cognitive 

investigations. However, at least one critic has intriguingly noted how Chaucer’s description of the House 

of Tydings anticipates modern neuroscience and therefore “makes of the House of Fame a literary 

monument to the neuroplastic potentialities of human literary creation” (Kinch 312). 



  

 190 

even some controversy about how well Chaucer knew the texts he quoted,150 Chaucer’s 

poetry itself, and particularly his dream visions, consistently portray a bookish, 

philosophically minded (if frequently slow of wit) “Geffrey.”151  Indeed, Chaucer’s 

bookishness marks him as a member of an emergent secular-intellectual class brought to 

the foreground in the Canterbury Tales.152 Whether or not Chaucer himself attended 

university, then, he was clearly at least conversant with the general intellectual 

revolutions of his time. 

Delaney locates Chaucer within the ongoing attempt to reconcile Neo-Aristotelian 

logic with Christian doctrine, and in particular with the resultant heterodox stance of 

“fideism” in which certain truth (accessible only by faith) and educated reason began to 

appear increasingly contradictory. Chaucer’s work may be fideistic in its move “from 

traditions that are relative, feigned, or flawed to a truth that is absolute, eternal, and 

perfect” (Chaucer's House 86), but it is also skeptical in its insistence on the limitations 

of scientific, philosophical, or literary truth-seeking. If Chaucer questions the strongest 

claims of philosophers, Delaney also notes that his form and message are both deeply 

indebted to fourteenth-century philosophers, since “it is in their work that the nature of 

                                                
150 For example, see the debate about the grammar-school text Chaucer quotes twice, Geoffrey of 

Vinsauf’s Poetria Nova, found in Manley, Murphy "New Look," and Burnley. 

151 For a discussion of the narrator, see the note above. For a brief survey of Chaucer’s biographical 

circumstances, see Cannon "Lives." 

152 As Ann W. Astell puts it, “the secular emphasis in the Clerk’s portrait suggests … an original version 

of the new social order being shaped by the book-learning fostered preeminently at the universities” (56). 
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medieval skeptical fideism is most lucidly defined” (Chaucer's House 6). The House of 

Fame is clearly no philosophical treatise, but it is nonetheless closely allied with 

philosophy contemporary with Chaucer, and with its limitations.  

Indeed, it is in the limitations of human cognition—and, by extension, philosophy 

itself—that English philosophical and scientific discourse may have had the most to offer 

Chaucer. Starting in the late twelfth century, Neo-Aristotelian thinkers like Albertus 

Magnus had begun to emphasize “the processes by which dreams come into being, 

articulating the universal, natural movements that produce stimuli and the human 

psychology that receives those stimuli more or less clearly” (Kruger 121), laying the 

foundation for Robert Holkot’s In Librum Sapientiae, which in turn informed Chaucer’s 

“Nun’s Priest’s Tale.” By the end of the Thirteenth Century, no less a theologian than 

Henry of Gaunt was able to view dreams’ confusion of truth and falsehood as a sign of 

the more general epistemological malaise faced by humanity. Recognizing the ability to 

mistake illusions for reality “in sleep and in madness (in somno et in furore),” he 

concludes that “no certain and infalliable apprehension of pure truth can be had from 

anything except by looking to the exemplar of uncreated truth and light [that is, God] 

(Nulla certa et infallibilis notitia veritatis syncerae a quocunque potest haberi nisi 

aspiciendo ad exemplar lucis et veritatis increatae)” (Pasnau 228). Such questions only 

laid the foundations for the nominalism of William of Ockham, where the fallible mind 

has to assemble the basic categories by which it thinks, rather than receiving them from 

its objects of perception. As Russell A. Peck argues, Ockam’s insistence that “cognition 

depends on the mind’s ability to perceive the singularities of experience in an orderly and 
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accurate way” specifically underwrote Chaucer’s conception of the comic narrator who 

“almost always seems feeble of will, weak in power of concentration, and inept at naming 

rightly the experiences in which he participates” (753). Scholastic debates about the 

limits of human cognition saturate Chaucer’s poetry. 

Observing The House of Fame’s use of fourteenth-century scientific doctrines and 

debates, Michaela Paasche Gruden demonstrates how “the poem teases its audience at 

every thematic and stylistic level with the expectation of the resonant conclusion, the 

authoritative inspiration, only to deflate that expectation” (40). Even attempts to recreate 

a sense of the philosophical seriousness of Chaucer and his House of Fame, such as 

Miller’s Philosophical Chaucer, emphasize the difference between Chaucer’s treatment 

of philosophical material and the practice of scholastic philosophy.153 Yet if Chaucer’s 

poetic methodology may differ radically from the traditional practice of medieval 

philosophy, and if his knowledge of philosophy may have been at times more cobbled-

together than encyclopedic, his texts remain closely linked to the philosophical and 

                                                
153 For Miller, in fact, Chaucer’s muddled presentation of medieval problems, as well as his tendency to 

favor probitive explorations at the expense of clear summaries, actually makes him more philosophical than 

many of his contemporaries, or at least more true to philosophy as it ought to be practiced. Chaucer’s 

tendency to begin “in medias res, in the midst of a situated subject’s engagements with philosophical 

problems, is … truer to what philosophy is and why it matters, as well as how it matters to Chaucer, than 

beginning by systematically tracing the philosophical positions Chaucer and his main intellectual 

interlocutors held” (31). 
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epistemological debates of his time. The House of Fame would not take its current form 

were it not for the data and controversies of the scholastics. 

1B) A Proem of Too Many Authorities 
Dreams have long been associated with the establishment of authority. The 

Eclogue of Theodolus is, for instance, unexceptional in linking the understanding of 

dreams to political agency. In Round 12, Alathia responds to Pseustis’s account of 

Hippolytus falsely accused of adultery with the parallel story of Joseph falsely accused of 

adultery. In both stories, the protagonists receive punishment before receiving miraculous 

salvation. Yet if Hippolytus’s resurrection is directly miraculous,154 Alathia’s response 

locates miraculous providence in Joseph’s hermeneutic abilities. “Bound in chains, he 

interprets the dream of the king / and the kingdom of Egypt is made subject to him 

(Addictus vinclis discussit somnia regis / et subduntur ei totius regna Canopi)” (131-2, 

translation modified). As a representative of God, Joseph knows the truth. This truth not 

only sets him free and allows him to explain the truths that lay behind the king’s dream, 

but also propels him to the highest ranks within Egypt’s temporal order. 

Geffrey, on the other hand, has no access to divine visions or miraculous 

cognitive abilities. He is left in the position of the king of Egypt before he heard about 

                                                
154 Pseustis’s quatrain also draws attention to Hyppolytus’s virginity, which parallels Joseph’s chastity. 

As he puts it, “Diana’s wrath did not endure the assaults on his chastity. / She calls him back, and now 

called Viribus he lives on (Dampna pudicitiae non pertulit ira Dianae: / Ipolitum revocat; modo nomine 

Virbius extat)” (127-8). This therefore represents one of the very rare times in which Pseustis’s pagan 

deities appear to act so as to reward moral behavior. 
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Joseph, with dreams aplenty but no sure knowledge as to their meaning. Lacking such 

miraculous hermeneutics, Geffrey turns to his contemporary philosophers, whose 

answers remain obscure. In line three Geffrey asks “what causeth swevenes [dreams]?”  

For the next 48 lines, the poem dives into a sea of contradictory scholastic opinions on 

the subject. This account begins: 

For hyt is wonder, be the roode, 
To my wyt, what causeth swevenes 
Either on morwes or on evenes, 
And why th’effect folweth of somme, 
And of somme hit shal never come;  
Why that is an avision 
And why this a revelacion, 
Why this a drem, why that a sweven, 
And nought to every man lych even; 
Why this a fantome, why these oracles. 
(2-11) 

 

This passage serves as a clear (if tedious) example of Chaucer’s tendency to make “a 

strikingly great use of scientific material … in comparison with his English 

contemporaries and immediate predecessors” (Manzalaoui 228). Yet the proem’s 

plentitude of terminology (some, such as the distinction between a “drem” and “sweven,” 

infamously obscure to modern readers) creates an effect of confusion rather than clarity. 

Modern attempts to understand Chaucer’s aims here repeatedly emphasize the work’s 

idiosyncratic incoherence. It is: “a realm of discourse around an absent center” of 

Chaucer’s ignorance of dream’s causes (Edwards 97); a demonstration of “a wide 

knowledge of dream theory” where Geffrey nonetheless “consistently refuses to 

acknowledge his own learnedness, asserting instead a confused ignorance” (Kruger 57); a 
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daringly fast-paced “dubitatio which leaves him [Geffrey] breathless and makes casual 

modern readers wonder what they are in for” (Bennett Chaucer's Book x); a 

“disparagement of dreams” that “sheds doubt on the credibility of this work—and indeed 

of the entire genre of literature” (Terrell 283); a phenomenon caused by “the limitations 

of human knowledge in general, or because Geffrey’s personality is too obtuse to root 

through the complex theories before him” (Foster 89); or even “the first instance in the 

poem of order gone haywire” (Fyler Chaucer and Ovid 25). Such accounts generally 

emphasize the disorder of Chaucer’s dream anatomy as a sign of incomplete 

comprehension, perhaps even incompetence, on the part of poor slow-minded narrator 

Geffrey, if not on the part of Chaucer himself.155 This is a far cry from the assurance of 

Alathia’s Joseph. 

The endless reference to outside sources is also a vivid departure from the dream-

vision formula,156 a set of generic conventions that the House of Fame otherwise 

                                                
155 One exception is Manzalaoui, who notes the continuity between Chaucer’s characteristic reluctance to 

make intellectual commitments and the proem to the House of Fame. As he writes “without adhering to any 

single explanation himself, the narrator reviews different theories,” though he also links this earlier text to 

“The Nun Priest’s Tale,” which embraces “more scientific, more up-to-date” data while lampooning those 

who draw too swift conclusions from a diverse field of inquiry (Manzalaoui 249). 

156 In this departure from a clear indication of singular authority, the poem’s opening foreshadows its 

conclusion. Both allow the text’s auditor, as Rosmarie P. McGerr puts it, to “hear, not the voice of authority 

we expect, but echoes of the multiple voices with which the poem surrounds us, creating a world of 

discontinuities and unresolvable ambiguities that encourage us to question our assumptions about art and 

life” (78). 
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meticulously (if satirically) observes. It is therefore tempting to dismiss the introduction’s 

bizarre content by assigning it a function in the dream-vision genre. Yet Chaucer’s 

achievement in the introduction, with its naming of contradictory sources and 

classificatory schemes and its nervous reference to other scribes for further reading, may 

be more familiar to modern scholarship than many scholars would like to admit—and not 

just in the humanities.  

One article recently published in Trends in Cognitive Science, for instance, offers 

the reader a highlighted box entitled “Can reports be trusted to accurately convey internal 

experiences in sleep?” The piece ends with a paragraph as disheartening, perhaps, as 

Chaucer’s long list of poorly understood categories. 

Nevertheless, it is worth keeping in mind that several factors may render 
dream reports less trustworthy when compared to reports of waking 
experience, including: (a) a dramatic state change, since we report about a 
sleep experience while awake; (b) considerable time delay, since dream 
reports are obtained after the experience, possibly leading to passive 
forgetting and interference; (c) difficulties in verbally describing experiences 
that are mainly visual and emotional; and (d) censorship of embarrassing, 
immoral, sexual and aggressive material. 
(Nir and Tononi 89) 

As Chaucer does in the House of Fame, this article sets out a problematic list, with 

lettered points emphasizing different categories of reasons why psychological discussions 

of dreams may be inaccurate. Yet Nir and Tononi’s purpose, clearly, is not to discredit or 

disassociate themselves from the science of dream observation. On the contrary, the very 

list of impediments serves as evidence of the authors’ profound and productive 

engagement with the neuroscientific textual community. Like Chaucer, Nir and Tononi 

explicitly name no previous scholars in this section, yet their list is clearly a defensive 
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action designed to anticipate and counter the objections of a hostile and factitious 

scientific community. As Bruno Latour writes, to read a scientific paper “without 

imagining the reader’s objections is like watching only one player’s strokes in the tennis 

final” (Science 46). The list of problems, categories, difficulties, and anticipated 

objections is, in fact, an indication that one is a member of a complex, rigorous and self-

policing discourse community,157 and therefore capable of determining matters of fact.158 

Geffrey, too, wants to identify himself with a learned discourse community—that 

is, with the scholars who are metonymically linked to books and the slow, bookish ways 

of life they engender.159  Yet while the modern research paper is designed so that it 
                                                

157 Chaucer’s tendency to mimic academic sources is not limited to those dealing with science or 

theology. Alastair Minnis writes that “Chaucer was indebted to the compilers [of academic prologues] not 

only for source-material and technical information but also for a literary role and a literary form” (191). 

158 The term fact is itself complex in Latour’s analysis. While Latour’s writing teems with a deep 

respect for the way science can give voice to nonhuman entities by subjecting them to elaborate tests, he 

also observes that facts are, as their Latin etymology implies, elaborate constructions necessary to certain 

productive enterprises rather than self-evident, “elementary building blocks to build [positivists’] cathedral 

of certainty.” Indeed, “facts are about the least primitive, the most complex, the most elaborated, and the 

most collective makeup there is” (Reassembling 112). 

159 Ernst Robert Curtius writes, the auctores, or poets, are “technical authorities” whose works are 

consulted for a variety of detailed information because “there is as yet no modern science” (57). While 

Curtius’s disparagement of medieval natural philosophy and the data it generated has met with resistance 

from later scholars who emphasize that the Scientific Revolution was comprised of “not a new method of 

experiment, but a new rhetoric of experiment” (Lindberg 364), Chaucer is thus posed on the border 

between Curtius’s Middle Ages and his modernity. On the one hand, Chaucer gestures backwards with his 
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“exhausts all potential objections in advance and may very well leave the reader 

speechless since it can do nothing else but take the statement up as a matter of fact” 

(Science 53), Chaucer’s text carefully arrests the movement from chaotic matters of 

concern to self-evident facts.160 Where Nir and Tononi conclude optimistically (if 

guardedly) that “viewing dreams as a powerful form of imagination can help explain 

many of their unique features … and [this process] offers testable predictions for future 

studies” (97), Geffrey twice draws an opposite conclusion. “I [know] not; but whoso of 

these miracles / The cause knoweth bet than I / Divine he,” he says on lines 12-14. He 

repeats himself nearly 40 lines later:  

But why the cause [of dreams] is, nought wot I 
Wel worthe of this thyng grete clerkys 
That trete of this and other werkes, 
For I of noon opinion, 
Nyl as now maken mensyon… 
(52-56) 

                                                
shrines to the great Classical auctors, and his climactic yearning for a triumphant “man of gret auctority.” 

On the other hand, his anxious inclusion of scientific data in all its apparent empirical disorder marks a tacit 

recognition of science as an independent discipline arguably superior to the coherent narratives of poets. 

Indeed, natural philosophy is quoted, in part, because of its ability to cast doubt on even so venerable a 

genre as the medieval dream vision. 

160 In this Chaucer is simultaneously an exception to, and characteristic of, medieval norms. Certainly, 

elements of the House of Fame are open ended in a manner different from, say, Pearl or the Romance of 

the Rose). Yet as Stephanie Trigg points out, medieval scribal culture modeled a manner of composition 

that “foregrounds the supplementary nature of all writing and the openness of texts to recombination and to 

compilation in different contexts” (53). 
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In both cases, Geffrey follows up his performance of medieval scientific discourse with a 

humility topos in which he explicitly disqualifies himself from transforming the vibrant 

matters of concern they discuss into clear-cut, comprehensible matters of fact. Rather 

than forming a thesis, Geffrey leaves his reader with the books and shuffling authorities 

themselves.161 Instead of silencing his audience, the narrator seems to silence himself. 

Whatever his thoughts were on the nature of dreams before he started sifting through 

philosophical writings, Geffrey is now “of noon opinion,” educated to the point of 

ignorance. Yet if the narrator politically refuses to utter firm conclusions, this refusal to 

speak is itself a form of profound engagement with science. As J. A. Tasioulas writes, 

Chaucer’s “impressive knowledge of astronomy, medicine, and popular magic” serves to 

open up philosophical problems, often in direct opposition to an “ordered view of the 

cosmos” (188).162 Unable to turn these complex matters of concern into a simple, singular 

matter of fact, the poem leaves its readers with a vision of seemingly endless (and 

endlessly inconclusive) scholastic debates. 

Attempting to understand dream mechanics within the human brain on the basis 

of recent scholastic philosophy, Geffrey finds only the shifting grounds of discourse 

devoid of solid truths. Rather than authorizing the House of Fame, clerks challenge both 

                                                
161 As David Lawton writes, “Chaucer’s narratorial persona is uniquely, if passively, open to the multiple 

possibilities of the poem,” while these possibilities themselves are so unambiguously linked to Chaucer’s 

reader practices that “to explore that persona further is to follow Chaucer to his library” (47). 

162 In this way, Chaucer’s proem does for natural philosophy what his use of literary sources often does 

for poetry; he “explores ‘auctoritee’ instead of defending it” (Palmer 390). 
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each other’s writings and the basic capacities of any human to trust their dreams. Worse, 

at moments Chaucer seems to enlarge human frailty from the specific cases of weak 

brains or challenging circumstances, and speak instead of a universal human weakness. If 

it is possible for a dream to warn its dreamer “of everych of her adventures” (47), 

nonetheless “oure flessh ne hath no myght / to understonde hyt aryght” (49-50). In this 

grand summary of philosophers’ opinions, in fact, there is nothing to indicate that clerks 

themselves are free of the impediments of “oure flesh.” Clerks, scholars, the rest of the 

poem’s audience, and the poor narrator himself all carry only a tentative potential for 

expressing truth, not just about the content of dreams, but also of the psychological 

capabilities humans use to evaluate dreams and scientific debate alike. 

1C) Chaucer’s Prayer and Alathia’s Divine Simplicity 
Just as Geffrey reaches the strongest statement of the proem’s scholarly aporia, 

having been driven by contemporary discourse to admit that he has “noon opinion” on the 

subject of dreams (54), he finds a way nevertheless to  ensure that his poem keeps going. 

Suddenly echoing its first line (“God turne us every drem to goode”), the poem 

transforms itself into the form of a prayer: 

But oonly that the holy roode 
Turne us every drem to goode! 
For never sith that I was born, 
Ne no man elles me beforn, 
Mette, I trowe stedfastly, 
So wonderful a drem as I. 
(57-62) 
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Having failed in his search for scientific authority, Chaucer seeks a much more 

straightforward justification for his text’s value. The disturbing, unsteady, deeply 

complicated truth-seeking of medieval science and philosophy are now enclosed within a 

prayer that asks God to make the text serve, if not the cause of truth, at least the common 

“goode” of Geffrey and his auditors. The poem, as William A. Quinn writes, therefore 

“abandons this disputatio to some still absent maestro of causes,” turning away from a 

conclusive synthesis of truth in a way that “anticipates the whole poem’s in-conclusion” 

(174). The departure from scientific inquiry towards a hope for divine blessing prefigures 

the climax’s unfulfilled desire for a “man of gret auctorite” (2158), but it also opens up a 

space for Chaucer’s poem, which after all lacks the strict logic of scholastic discourse. 

Bolstered by his second, apparently more hopeful prayer that God turn all dreams to 

good, Geffrey is able to set aside, for a moment, his protestations of both ignorance and 

humility. Instead, he can “trowe steadfastly,” expressing personal conviction that goes 

beyond even philosophical “opinion,” and present his own dream not merely as a blessed 

event, but as the single most “wonderful … drem” he knows (61-2).  

In short, Chaucer opens his text with a clash of perspectives. On the one hand, the 

simple soul addresses God, asking merely that his dream be turned to “goode.” Yet on the 

other hand, if that is truly the aim of the poem, why introduce the scientific material at 

all? Or, to put it another way, why open with a presentation of the limitations of 

individual and social cognition alike? Certainly the proem does nothing to aid piety, and 

much to introduce a sense of uncertainty. 
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Indeed, the uncertainty Chaucer presents is closely related to a form of 

uncertainty already present in the Eclogue of Theodolus. In Round 32, Alathia rants 

against Pseustis’s pagan worldview in which causes, spirits, and even deities are 

needlessly multiplied: 

ALATHIA: Fear and pleasure fashion the causes of error.  
If the abyss has its gods, and likewise the sky,  
if the world has its own, as does the sea, what remains 
except to confess as many gods as you have body parts? 
 
ALATHIA: Erroris causas finxit timor atque voluptas: 
Singula si baratro sunt, numina singula caelo, 
Si sua mundus habet, si pontus, quid modo restet 
Ni quot membra tenes, tot confiteare penates 
(289-92) 

 

For Alathia, Christianity is coextensive with the claim that all creation shares one spirit—

the spirit of God Himself. While Pseustis’s errors may be caused by his uncontrolled 

reactions of fear and pleasure, they proceed through a process in which the world is 

infinitely divided, and infinitely confused. Those whose study of the world separates the 

underworld from the sky, the earth and the sea, are as ignorant as those who study parts 

of the body in isolation from each other. Only by recognizing in each of these diverse 

elements one single spirit, and one single deity, could Pseustis come to a holistic 

understanding of the universe’s harmony.  

The problem in the House of Fame, however, is that only God could comprehend 

the order of the universe. Thus Geffrey may pray that god turn every dream to good, but 

Geffrey makes no assertions of being able to perceive the divine unity of the world 

himself; there is a great difference between a prayer, after all, and an assertion of truth. If 
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Geffrey’s appeal to God precedes a direct claim upon the truthfulness of his dream, it 

doesn’t negate the Pseustis-like proliferation of authorities and voices that came before. 

Indeed, as the work moves from the proem to the invocation, one more authority is added 

to the considerations of God and science: that of the audience. 

1D) Geffrey Bribes the Reader 
If the poem’s use of science questioned the ability of humans to understand their 

own cognitive faculties, and the first two references to God offer only a prayer that the 

poem will be turned to good, then the poem’s invocation seeks a rhetorical short cut 

towards authority. Just as the proem begins and nearly ends as a prayer for Divine favor, 

the invocation begins and ends by referencing “the text’s only real person of great 

authority, the present reader” (W. A. Quinn 190). Starting with a request that the reader 

“trusteth wel” Geffrey’s words (66), and ending with a command that the reader 

“hearkeneth” to his story or dream (110), the poem here emphasizes that this new actor’s 

goodwill is as necessary as God’s if a good reading is to be produced.  

In pursuit of this last, best hope for authority, however, Geffrey immediately 

abuses both God and man. After an elaborate invocation of “the god of slep” who, along 

with his narcoleptic children (“slepy thousand sones” [75]), might or might not be a good 

source for a trustworthy vision (“Pray … My sweven for to telle aryght, / Yf every drem 

stonde in his might” [78-80]), Chaucer jars his readers awake by offering direct bribes 
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and threats.163 He asks the Prime Mover (81), that is, “Jesus God” (97), to bless the 

sexual and economic fortunes of those who “take” Chaucer’s text “wel and skorne hyt 

noght, / Ne hyt mysdemen in her thoght / Thorgh malicious entencion” (91-3).164 Much 

like the Owl and the Nightingale, this poem abandons its justifying philosophical 

framework and focuses instead on the circumstances of its own reception and the effect 

its words might have on their author. What began as an intellectual project now enlists its 

audience directly, drawing explicitly on their self interest. 

As Chaucer turns from blessings upon textual friends to curses upon textual 

enemies, it becomes increasingly clear that a “good” reader is not so much one endowed 

with final intellectual authority, but rather one who portrays Geffrey and his text 

favorably. Similarly, those who “misdeem” Geffrey’s text do so only through malicious 

intent,  “thorgh presumcion, / Or hate, or skorn, or thorgh envye / Dispit, or jape, or 

vilanye” (94-6). Jacqueline T. Miller characterizes these lines as the sort of “almost 

tyrannical dictates, comically presented but poorly masking anxiety,” characteristic of an 

author recognizing the uncertainties of his own literary form ("Writing” 104). Surely part 

                                                
163 As Robert O. Payne puts it, accurately but understatedly, “Chaucer … in the curse delivered upon 

those who do not understand, gives negative recognition to the possibility that poetry may fail not through 

its own fault, but through that of its readers” (Key 132). However, such a direct threat goes far beyond 

exhibiting “less faith in the infallibility of his audience than do some modern critics” (132); the explicit 

threat of damnation profoundly short-circuits the expected writer-reader relationship. 

164 For them, Chaucer prays that they shall “stonden alle in grace / Of her lovers … And shelde hem fro 

poverte and shonde” (85-6, 89). 
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of the humor comes from Geffrey’s transparent hypocrisy. In the proem, Geffrey 

characterizes himself as an earnest, good-hearted reader who is nonetheless all too human 

in his inability to deal with textual complexities. Yet when he turns to the plight of others 

encountering his own words, Geffrey suddenly admits only two categories. There are 

virtuous readers (that is, Chaucer-praising readers “That take hit wel and skorne hyt 

noght” [91]) and there are “malicious” readers (that is, readers who damage Chaucer’s 

reputation due to their own moral failings). Geffrey is capable of recognizing the 

difficulty of evaluating truth, it seems, only when he is the one doing the work; he is 

comically judgmental when faced with other imperfect readers. 

Geffrey extends this self-presentation as a shallow and vicious reader into the 

religious realm. The revenge he wishes upon hostile critics demonstrates, in his own 

words, a lack of the central Christian virtue: “I am no bet in charyte” (108)! As Charles 

Muscatine writes, ”the incipient seriousness” of the early invocation “is swallowed up in 

the parody of the anathema that follows” (108). Geffrey is untrustworthy not only on 

scientific or philosophical grounds, but on religious grounds as well, since “the continual 

prayer of a just man,” but not an unjust or cupidinous man, “availeth much” (Douay-

Rheims Bible, James 5:16). The moment is comic, certainly; and as Alfred David points 

out, this scene’s “humor … would be much more apparent at a reading, where the genius 

of the actor would complement that of the poet” ("Literary" 335). The shrill, bumbling 

inconsistency that makes these scenes eminently performable works also echoes a rather 

reasonable anxiety—that of an author concerned not just with reading other scholars well, 

but also for the vicissitudes of his own reception. 
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Indeed, the author’s focus on his own justification rather than consistency with 

any external standard of truth echoes Round 19 of the Eclogue of Theodolus. There, 

Pseustis cries out twice, “o names of a thousand gods, defend your poet” (Nomina mille 

deum vatem defendite vestrum)” (181, 184), while Alathia answers with a single request 

that the one “God who is equal to himself (Par idemque Deus)” should “bid us to conquer 

falsehood (nos vincere falsa iubeto)” (185, 188). Calling upon a multiple sources, yet 

unable to define his poetic project beyond the immediate aims of being seen as 

successful, Pseustis makes an ideal model for the House of Fame’s Geffrey. Missing 

entirely from the work, however, is any Alathian source of truth, capable of relying on 

one discourse to shine a consistent light upon darkness.   

It is perhaps a sign of Chaucer’s genius that the scene is arresting, and that it is so 

due to, rather than in spite of, the narrator’s self-presentation as an anxious bumbler 

equally incapable of synthesizing past research or securing his future reputation. With 

their inconclusive yet immensely educated introduction, their evocation of contemporary 

dream science followed by genial admissions of ignorance, and most of all their narrator 

who flatly and honestly undercuts his own authority, these two introductions create a 

striking narrative voice. In 110 lines, the reader is introduced to a major philosophical 

problem that touches on fundamental issues of human cognition, the practical difficulty 

of synthesizing useful facts from the vast and heterogeneous matters of concern in late-

medieval natural philosophy, the desperate condition of a text in the vulnerable stage 

between composition and appreciative readership, and the equally desperate attitude of an 

author hoping that his text will achieve its goals without being derailed by hostile readers.  
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In summary, Chaucer’s proem and invocation multiply possible authorities, yet it 

fails to ensure that the text will be either trustworthy, useful, or well-received. The poem 

moves from scientific discourse to a pious prayer for illumination, and then to an impious 

prayer intended to coerce Geffrey’s audience into giving him an unfairly favorable 

response. The effect is comic, certainly—but the comedy seems to be always of a single 

sort. Repeatedly, the text points out the difficulties of judgment, and the ridiculous 

lengths that humans go in order to pretend to themselves or others that they have an 

authoritative view on reality. The text’s selective naming of Pseustis is therefore 

indicative of its larger concerns. Truth—or even the appearance of truth—is in short 

supply in the House of Fame. 

PART II: DIDO AND THE PAIN OF MISJUDGMENT 
PSEUSTIS: Answer me this: when Proserpina approached the places of woe  
on her mother’s condition about the right of return, 
who betrayed with his mouth the first taste of her perfidy?  
Answer me and you will be praised for knowing the secret place of Troy. 
 
PSEUSTIS: Dic mihi: dum tristes adiit Proserpina sedes 
Lege data matri, si vellet nata reverti, 
Gustum perfidiae quis primum prodidit ore? 
Dic et Troianum lauderis scire secretum. 
(Eclogue of Theodolus 317-20) 

 

Loo, how a woman doth amys 
To love hym that unknowen ys! 
(House of Fame 269-70) 
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2A) Pseustis, Treachery and Dido’s Cognitive Failure 
 The first book’s proem and invocation move from philoso-scientific investigation 

to irresponsible social rhetoric, from the search for truth to the search for a generous and 

approving audience. Central to both these movements is a clear depiction of the 

impossibility of certain human knowledge, or at least the inability for the poem’s well-

educated but slow-minded narrator to sift true knowledge about the nature of his dream 

from false. Yet this recognition is, at least initially, rather bloodless. Certainly the self-

questioning nature of the proem and invocation do nothing to prevent Geffrey from 

recounting his dream; if anything, the narrator’s ability to convey uncertainty only 

increases his poetic range. The stakes of cognitive errors become rather higher, however, 

when the book focuses not the masculine figure of the dreamer but the female figure of 

Dido. Dido’s uncertainty results not in an intellectual quandary but rather in her own 

bodily destruction, brought upon (as Chaucer tells it) by the treacherous and 

untrustworthy words of Virgil’s hero, Aeneas. 

The link between suffering women, treacherous men, and (often) the matter of 

Troy is a repeated Chaucerian trope, and may very well have been inspired by the 

Eclogue of Theodolus. The section quoted above, told by the Greek boy Pseustis to his 

female Jewish opponent Alathia, is particularly Chaucerian in its focus. Pseustis’s version 

ignores Persephone’s original abduction from her mother Demeter, and even pushes her 

damning consumption of pomegranate seeds to the background. Instead, Pseustis focuses 

on the ability of a single male oppressor to destroy his tale’s female protagonist. The 

answer to Pseustis’s riddle is Ascalaphus, the gardener of Hell who informs the gods of 
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Proserpina’s eating of the forbidden fruit. Pseustis thus makes the ability of a treacherous 

man to exert his power over a woman its central moral, as well as the key to the secret of 

Troy. 

The prime example of this phenomenon in the House of Fame is of course Dido, 

undone by the Trojan prince Aeneas. Yet the first example of the treachery of men arrives 

much earlier in the tale, when Geffrey recounts the destruction of Troy: 

First sawgh I, the destruction  
Of Troye thurgh the Grek Synon,  
[That] with his fals forswearynge,  
And his chere and his lesynge,  
Made the hors brought into Troye,    
Thorgh which Troyens lost all her joye. 
(151-6) 

 

The link between Troy and treacherous men is particularly notable here. While Chaucer’s 

“Grek Synon” is based on Virgil’s vividly realized perjurer of the same name, the poem’s 

focus on this character as the exclusive cause of the fall of Troy is a significant departure 

from both Virgil and other versions of the fall of Troy available to Chaucer.165 In Virgil’s 

account, the fall of Troy is a terribly overdetermined affair, with even the gods 

abandoning the city to its fate.166 Both Dares and Dictys, the “historical” authorities 

                                                
165 For one insightful reading of highly politicized uses of the tradition of portraying Troy as complicit in 

its own destruction through a lack of chastity, see Federico 1-28. 

166 The most vivid example in Virgil of the divine abandonment of Troy is Laocoon, the Trojan priest 

whose immortal warning not to trust Greeks bearing gifts goes unheeded, particularly after he and his sons 

are slaughtered by miraculous sea-creatures sent by Minerva. The message is clear, and could not be farther 
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quoted in the House of Fame and Troilus and Criseyde, minimize Sinon’s treachery. 

Dares mentions Sinon only as a pawn in a larger plot masterminded by Aeneas, while 

Dictys omits him entirely (Frazer 112-3, 65). The Roman d’Enéas, another source known 

to Chaucer, presents (if possible) a more stark juxtaposition. The Norman poem devotes 

only one word to the traïson by which Menelaus conquers Troy, but 19 lines to the 

superlative efficiency with which the Greeks eradicate Trojan kings, princes, citizens, and 

buildings (lines 5-24). If the earlier medieval Troy tradition focused on the great city’s 

fall as a signifier of primordial chaos, Chaucer’s Troy represents, first and foremost, the 

effect of treachery. 

The treatment of Dido in the House of Fame gives free rein to Pseustis’s vision of 

treacherous men controlling the fates of vulnerable women. It also serves as the 

centerpiece of Chaucer’s account both of the story of Aeneas and of the pain that comes 

when one’s good-faith effort to understand the truth behind false appearances does not 

succeed. After a mere 84-line description of Books I-III of the Aeneid, Chaucer allows 

the story of Dido in Book IV to take up a full 149 lines, interrupted only by a 44-line 

digression on the general unfaithfulness of men towards women. Chaucer’s Aeneas, like 

“the Grek Synon,” is “a traytor” (267), and he turns his back on both Dido and his own 

“trouthe” (297). His Dido, however, exhibits the sort of inner emotional life denied to the 

                                                
from Chaucer’s interpretation of Troy: in Virgil, the gods themselves ordained the fall of Troy, with the 

role of any human traitor paling in significance. 
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people of Troy.167 In explaining why Dido would be so foolish as to give herself over to 

the lying Aeneas, Chaucer writes,  

Wenynge hyt had al be so 
As he hir swor; and herby demed 
That he was good, for he such semed 
Allas! what harm doth apparence, 
Whan hit is fals in existence! 
(262-266) 

 

Departing from the traditional medieval representations of Dido as an emblem for 

sinfully disciplined affections,168 ignoring Virgil’s representation of Dido as suffering 

from love-madness,169 and refusing even the empathy-tempered criticism of Augustine 

and Dante’s depictions of Dido,170 Chaucer makes his Carthaginian queen into a case 

                                                
167 For detailed discussion of the association of Troy with femininity (and in particular the sort of 

uncontrollable female sexuality associated with Dido) in Chaucer’s England, see Federico 65-98. 

168 As Koonce writes, “opposed to Italy is Troy, a symbol of the body wherein the spirit dwells and 

(ideally) rules” so that “Aeneas’s flight from Troy is the flight of the spirit from the desires of the flesh” 

(109). 

169 While Chaucer does mention Venus’s ability to kindle a passion in Dido’s heart, his portrait is far 

from Virgil’s emotionally unbalanced queen. Lacking the crucial virtue of moderation, Virgil’s Dido 

plunges headfirst into an overly passionate infatuation. His queen “too long … has suffered the pain of 

love, / hour by hour nursing the wound with her lifeblood, consumed by the fire buried in her heart (gravi 

iamdudum saucia cura / vulnus alit venis et caeco carpitur igni)” (IV.1-2). Such images of fire, passion, and 

love as a wound are quite alien to Chaucer’s portrait of a more calculating Dido. 

170 For my discussion of the relevant Augustine passage, see Chapter 2, section 2d above. Dante presents 

Dido among the lustful in Inferno I.5 rather than among the suicides, both lessening her punishment and 
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study on the difficulty of judging others based on appearances and speech. Geffrey’s 

direct characterization of Dido thus overflows with terms for human cognition. 

“Weening,” and listening to all that Aeneas “swor,” attempting to separate subjective 

“appearance” from the objective reality present “in existence,” she carefully (but falsely) 

“demed” that Aeneas was good. If Dido’s judgment is mistaken, this is in no way on 

account of lazy or inactive cognitive faculties. 

Indeed, Bernard’s commentary for the Eclogue (or lectures based on his work) 

may have inspired Chaucer to forge a particular link between the fall of Troy and Dido’s 

fall, even as it demonstrates Chaucer to be relatively idiosyncratic in his use of Dido. In 

the only bit of allegoresis applied to the text, Pseustis’s Troianum secretum, the 

Palladium of Troy, is seen as representing chastity and prudence, the two virtues called 

into question when dealing with Dido.171 Yet if Bernard Christianizes and allegorizes 

Pseustis’s words, Pseustis is, like Chaucer, remarkably resistant to grand allegories and 

                                                
reflecting Virgil in emphasizing what John Hollander terms “her uncontrollable desire for Aeneas” (Inferno 

105). 

171 As Bernard writes, “Therefore retain the Paladium as a figure for chastity and prudence, which are 

able to save you, so that when it is permitted [for you to be] haunted by vices, being assaulted you will not 

be overcome (Palladium enim castitatis et prudentie  retinet figuram, quas qui servare poterit, viciorum licet 

obsessus, assultu non superabitur)” (116). As will be demonstrated below, however, Chaucer is particularly 

notable for minimizing both Dido’s and Troy’s potential sins against chastity, emphasizing instead the 

immense cognitive difficulty of prudentia. 
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relatively focused on the here and now.172 His interest, like Chaucer’s, is on the inability 

of women to escape the power of male treachery.173 

For Chaucer it is error, far more than passion, that leads to the death of Dido (and, 

Chaucer implies, other spurned women): “Loo, how a woman doth amys / To love hym 

that unknowen ys” (269-70)! Dido’s problem is not her libido, but rather her imperfect 

cognitive capacities, her inability to know Aeneas. Moreover, the problem Chaucer notes 

here is not strictly gender-specific. The poem’s use of general, even mundane, proverbs 

points towards a broader, more ubiquitous failure of human cognition. Twice, the poem 

draws gender-neutral morals from Dido’s plight. “Hyt is not al gold that glareth,” the 

poem says, then a few lines later it adds “he that fully knoweth th’erbe / May saufly leye 

hyt to his yë” (272, 290-1).174 Structurally, many scholars have noted a parallel between 

Dido’s attempt to read Aeneas rightly and Chaucer’s attempt to read recreations of the 

                                                
172 As Cooper writes, “when Chaucer can be found using a gloss, it will almost always be a point of fact” 

and not for the purpose of gleaning allegorical sententia ("Chaucer" 74). Chaucer’s use of commentaries 

must be taken with a grain of salt—but if, as is quite possible, Chaucer’s encounter with the Eclogues came 

in grammar-school, he might have had no choice but to listen to lectures based on such commentators as 

Bernard. 

173 It may be possible, in fact, that Pseustis succeeds in ruffling Alathia’s feathers; her response 

potentially tempts “Pseustis to an act of self-destruction by encouraging him to blasphemously speak the 

name of God (Herren 229). 

174 Leslie K. Arnovick glosses the latter phrase as insisting on “admitting only the trusted medicine” 

(336), yet one also wonders if Chaucer isn’t concerned with the role of the eye in cognition; how can one 

know the properties of herbs, if one can’t even trust one’s own sickened eyes? 
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Trojan War. As Larry Sklute puts it, Chaucer “implies a relationship between the 

deceptive nature of human communication and the possibly deceptive nature of artistic 

representation” (39). If Dido is an imperfect reader, misled despite her good-faith attempt 

to read the world correctly, she isn’t thereby all that exceptional. As the two clichés 

Chaucer quotes indicate, she is merely participating in the common lot of humanity. 

2B) Dido the Woman 
In the Eclogue of Theodolus, Alathia offers a remarkable rebuttal to Pseustis’s 

antifeminist attacks. Immediately after the exchange in which Pseustis associated her 

with Proserpina, a woman damned to Hell through the words of a man (Round 36), 

Pseustis presents her with an opposite accusation. In Round 37, he accuses her of “girlish 

fraud (fraude puellari)” and expresses the fact that he will never yield and will “return a 

thousand times (millesies repetam)” to counter Alathia’s arguments (327). Above, I have 

discussed the gender dynamics of Alathia’s response, in which she ties rhetorical skill 

closely to her gender.175 Here, however, it is useful to look at the way in which she goes 

on the attack. Invoking “Thales, maker of lies (Tales, falsorum fictor)” (329), who is 

presumably the patron saint of Pseustis, Alathia simply dismisses Pseustis’s words as 

deception, relying instead on the “four books of the Gospel (Quatuor imprimis 

evangelicae)” (330). It is precisely Alathia’s association with Christian truth that allows 

her to overcome Pseustis’s socially superior position. Faced with the truth of the Gospels, 

Pseustis admits defeat in his next stanza. 

                                                
175 Cf. Chapter 1’s conclusion and Chapter 3, section 2e. 
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Dido, however, is no more aligned with the truths of the four gospels than Geffrey 

was capable of emulating Joseph’s miraculous power of interpreting dreams. In her 

attempt to overcome the lies of men, she takes on a dual role. On the one hand, as we 

have seen, she demonstrates the apparently universal human inability to tell truth from 

falsehood. On the other hand, she also stands as a female character, victimized by a 

particularly male form of deception present throughout Chaucer’s corpus. 

Indeed, Dido has been a lightning rod both for critical discussions of Book I and 

for those interested in Chaucer’s treatment of his age’s “woman question” in general. 

Foundational to both discussions is the Roman poet Ovid, whose Heroides Chaucer 

quotes as an authority equal to Virgil. Ovid’s presence has proved useful for a number of 

attempts at feminist recuperations of Chaucer since, as Michael A. Calabrese writes, 

“perhaps no other classical poet had given voice to gender as Ovid had in the Heroides” 

(4). Moreover, in his attention to rhetoric, power, and femininity, “Ovid provided 

Chaucer … with a series of studies of gendered discourse and identity” that served as 

models for figures as diverse as Criseyde and the Wife of Bath (ibid.). Chaucer therefore 

found in Ovid a number of strategies for destabilizing inherited narratives—not the least 

of which was the adoption of female voices. 

Because of Chaucer’s empathetic attachment to Dido,176 it is possible to see the 

text as a proto-feminist work. Indeed, this is the stance taken in the early fifteenth 

                                                
176 I use the term “empathy” guardedly. Its most typical use is that followed by Suzanne Keen in 

Empathy and the Novel, as referring to an emotional, precognitive arousal of the same feelings in the 

reading or observing self as are experienced by the narrative’s subject. As shall soon become obvious, 
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century, when Douglas Gavin claimed that Chaucer “was ever, God wait, wemenis frend” 

and therefore a flawed conduit for the authorized, Aeneas-praising classical tradition 

(17).177 For this late-medieval critic, at least, Chaucer’s willingness to interrupt the 

straightforward Virgilian narrative in order to engage with Dido’s perspective was 

remarkably subversive, despite or perhaps because of Chaucer’s reliance on traditional 

and respected authorities. As Jennifer Summit writes, “where Virgil’s narrative makes 

Dido’s abandonment necessary to Aeneas’s imperial destiny, Ovid’s Dido pens a 

righteous complaint from the epic’s margins,” and Chaucer’s inclusion of that complaint 

“allows Dido to emerge … as a counterpart to Virgilian auctoritas” (24). Because 

Chaucer destabilizes Virgilian authority and insists that Dido be taken seriously (if only 

for a moment), Laurel Amtower writes that “the poem privileges the act of intelligent and 

engaged reading over a tradition that incontrovertibly fixes both interpretation and its 

significance by an outside authority,” thereby training its readers in an ethical reading 

practice resistant to inherited ideologies (283). Or, as Susan Crane more mildly puts it, 

Chaucer treats “the voicelessness of suppressed groups as subject rather than an 
                                                
Geffrey’s fictional act of reading is ultimately closer to Keen’s idea of “personal distress,” defined as “an 

aversive emotional response also characterized by apprehension of another’s emotion” that “causes a 

turning away from the provocative condition of the other” (4).  

177 Some modern critics go farther. About the related Dido-story in the Legend of Good Women, George 

Sanderlin writes that “although Chaucer does not promote an equal rights amendment, we may say that his 

retelling of Dido’s story amounts to an exemplum—a negative exemplum—of feminism” (337). Though 

concerned with different matters, K.P. Clarke offers an even more intriguing view of Dido as a figure 

whose auctoritas challenges the ancients: “on a literary plane, [Dido and Virgil] fight as equals” (12). 
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unconsidered condition of his writing” ("Writing" 217).  Giving to Dido a complex inner 

life and placing her as the central image of a human dealing with treacherous reality, 

Chaucer opens consideration of a surprisingly large number of feminist issues.178 

Yet such narratives tell only part of the story. As Aranye Fradenburg points out, 

female sympathies are often used as a foundation for a homosocial affective community, 

as in Chaucer’s first dream-vision in which Alcione “is sacrificed to the poem’s need to 

create its antithesis, its image of what must be mastered in order for life to go on” 

("Voice" 190). While few critics consider the House of Fame’s narrator to have mastered 

much of anything, the picture of Chaucer’s gender politics emerging from recent 

scholarship is much more fluid and problematic than the sort of feminine advocacy a 

straightforward reading of the Dido character might imply. 

Marilynn Desmond has provided a particularly nuanced reading of the shifting 

sympathies with which Geffrey approaches Dido. Like the Wife of Bath, Dido “appears 

to be a female speaker whose subjectivity is compellingly accessible” despite her obvious 

rootedness in written sources (Ovid's Art 118). Yet the narrator’s act of sympathy with 

                                                
178 This Dido may also, in her imperfect ability to read the world, be differentiated from the relatively 

predictable female translator that Christine Cooper-Rompato describes in The Gift of Tongues. In the 

Canterbury Tales “Chaucer envisions the translator who translates ‘perfectly’ or miraculously to be a 

woman, in large part because he imagines it is her particularly passive or gentil nature that makes her 

especially receptive to another’s words” (145). Here, however, Dido’s failure to perfectly comprehend 

Aeneas’s words marks her as a much more active, and therefore more masculine, reader than is the case for 

many of Chaucer’s women. 
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Dido is carefully stage-managed so as to emphatically differentiate Geffrey from Dido. 

The ekphrasis that introduces Venus’s temple perhaps gives the game away: Venus is 

“naked fletynge in a see” (133), a blatantly erotic image that simultaneously demonstrates 

an “embodied narrator whose perceptions constitute this dream vision” and make sure he 

is “constructed as a male heterosexual subject by the sight of Venus” (Reading 140). 

Indeed, the entire visual apparatus of the poem resonates with a consistent pattern in 

which sight brings troubling bodily passions to a presumed male subject. As Sarah 

Stanbury writes, Chaucer consistently shows visual perception as causing “dynamic 

change to the viewer,” enacting a “link between an imagined visual image and erotic 

desire, an image and the passions of the body” (Visual 101). Dido’s thoughts cannot 

therefore be read in isolation, but must be seen as a part of a much more complex use of 

gendered discourse.179 

Dido’s story represents, in this reading, an exceptional break from the rest of the 

book’s visual economy. The majority of Chaucer’s summary of the Aeneid is saturated 

with markers of the narrator’s visual perception, as befits the recounting of a dream 

vision. Dido’s story, however, is accompanied by a shift away from Chaucer’s otherwise 

ubiquitous phrase “thus I saugh,” signaling that the normally prevailing visual economy 

                                                
179 The visual erotics here bear remarkable similarities to the funeral monuments from the Roman 

d’Enéas discussed in Chapter 2. However, here Chaucer imposes an ironic distance upon these effects, 

implicitly putting his reader in the doubly voyeuristic role of one observing the effects of female images on 

others rather than directly experiencing them. 
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of his narrative has been overwhelmed by the story of Dido.180 As Desmond puts it, such 

a move “challenges any easy categories of understanding and any distinct boundaries 

between text and image, self and other,” indicating a narrator “who seems unable to look 

at certain moments of Dido’s story” through the same visual framework that dominates 

the rest of the poem (Reading 145). Bizarrely, however, Dido’s death is not a moment in 

which Geffrey looks away, but in fact marks Chaucer’s return to the visual register. As 

Desmond describes both Dido’s death and the parallel stories of female suicide Chaucer 

includes, “Although Dido’s affair with Eneas is almost impossible for Geffrey to 

describe, his narration of these suicides is highly pictorial, as though the memory of the 

Rose texts provides a scopic perspective that allows Geffrey to regain his narrative 

abilities” (Reading 147). If the living Dido stood as a cognitively active, sympathetic 

heroine, the account of Dido’s death reduces her to yet another erotically tinged image to 

be taken in by an emphatically male narrator and audience.181 

Dido is thus ultimately differentiated from the narrator in a way that follows all-

too-familiar gender scripts. Geffrey’s resumption of a masculine position with his 

                                                
180 The past-tense form of the word “see” appears 22 times in Book I’s account of the dream itself, first 

occurring on line 127 and last occurring on line 504. Nonetheless, only one of those uses (on line 253) 

takes place in Chaucer’s depiction of Dido, which extends from 225-432. Line 433 marks the end of the 

Dido episode, predictably, with the formulaic phrase “Thoo saugh I grave,” suddenly reminding the hearer 

that the narrator is describing images perceived in a temple. 

181 For another careful depiction of Geffrey’s temporary move from an objectifying visual register to an 

intense personal association with Dido and back, see Fyler Chaucer and Ovid 36-40. 
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representation of her death often equates to a resumption of a more general sense that the 

narrator has a self-possession that surpasses Dido’s fatal uncertainty. Derek Brewer thus 

writes that Chaucer takes “to himself as poet the internalized stability and confidence that 

his greatest heroine so clearly lacks” (109). However much Chaucer might link Dido with 

general concerns about human judgment, her gender becomes quite narratively useful. 

Because she is a woman, and Geffrey is a man, Geffrey is able to step back from his 

sympathetic portrait and establish his own superiority as a viewing subject of a 

fascinating feminine object. A good reader of Pseustis, Geffrey recognizes that it is 

women, not men, who are most often the victims of treacherous language, and so when 

he resumes Aeneas’s story he can confidently ally himself with the Roman hero whom he 

had previously condemned. Chaucer writes, “Thoo sawgh I grave how to Itayle / Daun 

Eneas is goo to sayle” (433-4), and like Aeneas he leaves Dido behind. 

2C) Geffrey and Ekphrastic Failure 
To this point, we have seen that the House of Fame endows Dido with two 

opposite significations. On the one hand, she stands for the (at least potentially) universal 

human experience of suffering a tragic perceptive failure. Dido provides an opportunity 

to explore, however briefly, the inner life of those who (like the citizens of Troy) attempt 

unsuccessfully to sort true tidings from falsehood. Yet on the other hand, Dido’s 

femininity allows her concerns ultimately to be minimized. If Dido is at first presented as 

a productive site to reflect upon the experience (and cost) of misjudgment, she is later 

transformed into yet one more example of the medieval “women question,” interesting 
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but ultimately subordinate to the poet’s final project.182 I will return to discussions of 

Dido at the end of this chapter. But first, it is worth looking at two more intimate 

reflections of flawed judgment: Geffrey’s failure to properly read the temple of Dido, and 

his ultimate inability to balance its contradictory classical sources. 

Geffrey’s failure of judgment is demonstrated through his reactions to the first of 

the romance’s imagined structures, a glass temple that evokes both Chaucer’s earlier 

Book of the Duchess and the temple of Juno in Aeneid I. The latter, a magnificent 

structure built by Dido in which Aeneas has the surreal experience of seeing the recent 

destruction of his homeland turned into a matter of historical art, already presents a 

bifocal view in which external objects let Aeneas revise his own life experiences. Indeed, 

Virgil’s temple of Dido is itself a sort of house of fame; observing the temple, Aeneas 

sees,  
spread out from first to last, the battles fought at Troy 
the fame of that Trojan War now known throughout the world, 
Atreus’ sons and Priam—Achilles, savage to both at once. 
 

                                                
182 The use of Dido is particularly noteworthy in light of a late-medieval association between poets and 

noble women. Chaucer (especially in his early career) was himself much a subservient figure and an object 

of use and aesthetic pleasure. As David Carlson writes, “persons like Chaucer [i.e. those who served in the 

royal household] were not persons … but things, decorative objects, the purpose of which was to make 

show of their patron’s wealth and power” (5). In such a situation, and given Chaucer’s lifetime work of 

slowly ascending the social ladder, the parallels between his own life and that of many contemporary 

women would be hard to miss. Thus as David Wallace writes about another text, “reading Melibee may 

seem like women’s work, but female experience within such a masculine-headed household stands in for 

that of every political subject under absolutism” (241). 
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videt Ilicas ex ordine pugnas 
bellaque iam fama totum vulgata per orbem, 
Atridas Priamumque et saevum amobobus Achillem. 
(I. 456-8)183 

 

Looking at his own history, Aeneas takes on the perspective of interpersonal fama rather 

than personal reminiscence. The temple supplements his own vision with the stories of 

his people as spread through the vast human systems of rumor and report, now embodied 

in a Carthaginian temple.184 

While the architectural details of Geffrey’s temple are “medieval rather than 

classical” and even reflect the material layout of contemporary manuscripts (Minnis, 

Scattergood and Smith 192, 198), the passage’s function continually echoes that of 

Chaucer’s precursor.185 Indeed, Bennet argues that the modernity of Chaucer’s ekphrasis 

is itself Virgilian; “as Aeneas is represented as admiring in the temples of Carthage and 

of Cumae masterpieces that were modern rather than antique, so Chaucer puts these 

scenes or panels in a ‘contemporary gothic’ church” (Chaucer's Book 25). Virgil’s 

example thus provided Chaucer with an impetus towards contemporaneity. 

                                                
183 For the sources of quotations from the Aeneid, see note 55 in Chapter 2, section 1a. 

184 Seeing his tragic history through the filter of rumor and fame, in fact, may help Aeneas to abandon 

Dido. As a lover, Aeneas may wish to stay—yet as a famed Trojan leader Aeneas ultimately has to put the 

good of his future realm above both personal pleasure and the good of Dido and Carthage. 

185 It is also worth noting Sarah Stanbury’s linkage of Chaucerian ekphrasis to popular devotion, since 

both involve “the complex entanglements of a gaze on devotional objects” ("Visualizing" 472). 
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The most important Virgilian precedent to this passage was his ironic use of the 

ekphrastic vision itself, which provided Chaucer with a reader who simultaneously 

demonstrates deep empathy and an equally profound propensity towards misreading.186 

One of the most pervasive ironies of Virgil’s temple concerns the relationship of Aeneas 

to the deity whose temple he views. For Virgil, Aeneas’s act of misreading is indicated 

from the first description of “the goddess [Juno] who … is the arch-enemy of the Trojans, 

and whose temple is dominant over a city whose future includes an intense struggle with 

Troy become Rome” (Putnam "Dido's Murals" 245). As Christopher Baswell observes, 

the “viewing narrator” of Chaucer’s text “is in a situation similar, if only parodically, to 

that of Aeneas” (Virgil 230), a decision that is also signaled by Chaucer’s choice of deity. 

Just as Juno opposed Aeneas’s wish for narrative closure, so too Venus opposes the 

narrator’s implied wish for clarity or closure to the Trojan narrative. As John M. Fyler 

remarks, Venus takes on two  

contradictory roles… She is, on the one hand, the mother of Aeneas, who tells 
him to leave Troy (House of Fame 165); gives him comfort near Carthage and 
the promise of finding his companions (235-38); and helps him to achieve his 

                                                
186 As Deborah Beck puts it, Virgil’s ekphrasis in book 1 “pairs vivid descriptions of Aeneas, 

wholeheartedly seeing and feeling in response to the pictures, with strong signals from the surrounding 

narrative that he is failing to understand what he is looking at” (540). For a more complete treatment of the 

way general medieval memorial practices allowed Chaucer to blur the lines between the act of reading texts 

and the act of reading images, see Buckmaster. Payne also notes a particular blurring between modes of 

reading that is characteristic of The House of Fame; “the salient characteristic of the alignment of books, 

dreams, and [personal] experience (aside from the fact that they so patently fail to corroborate each other) 

is the absence of that careful blocking of each into its own structural area” (Key 130). 
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“aventure” by her prayers to Jupiter (463-65), which counter Juno’s 
malevolence (461, 198-208). On the other hand, she is the direct agent of 
Dido’s tragedy (240-44) [and] Chaucer takes care to sharpen the 
contradictions of her behavior. (Chaucer and Ovid 35) 

 

Like Aeneas, Geffrey fundamentally misreads his temple; both readers ignore the way 

that their ekphrastic monuments are associated with divine opposition to their stated 

goals. Both, in fact, are the opposite of Alathia. While Alathia is so fecund in her rhetoric 

that she sees a multiplicity of meanings within Pseustis’s simple texts, these readers are 

incapable of detecting an obvious significance of a narrative that is literally right before 

their eyes. 

Having evoked the proem’s epistemological uncertainty and linked it to the 

narrator’s misreading of images, Geffrey finally inserts Virgil’s words themselves into 

the narrative, providing the first direct translation of the Aeneid’s opening into English. A 

table within the dreamscape bears the epic poem’s first two lines, yet Geffrey’s language 

may not quite match the grandeur of the words’ setting: 

I wol now synge, yif I kan 
The armes and also the man 
That first cam, thurgh his destinee, 
Fugitive of Troy contree, 
In Itayle, with ful moche pyne 
Unto the strondes of Lavyne. (143-50) 

 

On the one hand, the mere expansion of Virgil’s sonorous dactylic hexameter creates a 

comic effect—perhaps nowhere more pronounced than in Chaucer’s hilariously leisurely 



  

 225 

stretching of Virgil’s terse Arma virumque cano into a full couplet.187 Yet Chaucer 

includes two telling additions to “the classical poem that has had the greatest and most 

continuous influence over post-classical literature in the West” (E. Wilson 108). 

Chaucer’s “yif I kan,”188 highlights the imperfect cognitive capacities of his persona, one 

by no means guaranteed access to the true matter of Troy. The next addition, the phrase, 

“with ful moche pyne,” foregrounds the narrator’s affective response, rewriting Virgil’s 

relatively dignified matter of gods and men as an intimate relationship between a reader 

and the fictional characters he encounters. Thus while the House of Fame is, as Helen 

Cooper writes, the “one work in which Chaucer does not just draw on the classical 

authors, but discusses the nature of their authority” ("Classical" 265), it is also the place 

where Chaucer’s narrative persona demonstrates himself most Dido-like and least 

Alathian: a troubled reader whose capacities may not equal the interpretative tasks set 

before him, and whose affections may therefore result in sorrow. 

                                                
187 Bruce Harbert sees both this and Chaucer’s later word-for-word translation of Ovid’s Dido in The 

Legend of Good Women as illustrations of the narrator’s perhaps incomplete mastery of Latin (144-50). 

188 For Robert Hanning, this moment is one of projection, in which “Chaucer cannot resist transferring to 

Vergil his own sense of the contingencies of translation” (Hanning Serious 114). Yet to focus simply on the 

“contingencies of translation,” or to ignore the defiantly Chaucerian “I” inserted into the text, is to miss on 

both the comedy and the human pathos of Chaucer’s authorial self-representation as a belated medieval 

author following in the footsteps of ancient greats. 
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2D) Geffrey the Auctor 
The Geffrey who hesitates, doubts his own mental capacities, and misreads the 

temple of Venus recognizes a kinship with the similarly limited Dido he portrays. Indeed, 

the particular duty of sifting through language to differentiate falsehood from truth is a 

task they both share. As Jacqueline T. Miller writes, “the problem for Dido—that 

‘trouthe’ may be betrayed by those who command belief by ‘godlyhede in speche’—is 

also a crucial narrative issue for the speaker and the story he is telling,” since the narrator, 

too, has to navigate a middle course between two authorities who disagree on the nature 

of Dido (Poetic 53). Geffrey’s task, as he defines it, is to deal with the conflicting 

accounts of Virgil and Ovid. 

As with the proem, Geffrey emphasizes the narrative conflict’s presence in his 

sources: “Virgile in Eneydos / Or the Epistle of Ovyde” (378-9). Since Edgar Finley 

Shannon’s early and thorough documentation of how Chaucer’s sources contrast 

dramatically when portraying “the fickleness of Æneas and the disgrace of Dido” (76), 

scholars have often focused on the tensions and contradictions between the two authors. 

Indeed, despite a number of works emphasizing the “Ovidian” nature of Chaucer’s 

poetics,189 much criticism of The House of Fame has located Chaucer’s innovation 

precisely in his productive use of conflicting accounts. 

                                                
189 Fyler, for instance, charts how Chaucer generalizes Ovid’s exploration of “the psychology of how 

emotion inevitably frustrates rational control” (Chaucer and Ovid 22). Fradenburg expands this point. For 

her, Ovid provides Chaucer a model of writing beneath and against Virgilian power and order; Ovid’s work 

“struggles against epic, against the ritualization of speech, against the renunciation of what in the epic 
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The poem’s use of these sources foreshadows a rejection of Dante’s style of 

authority in Book 2. As Lara Ruffolo puts it, the major difference between Chaucerian 

and Dantean authority is that while Dante’s experts on divine love “all say the same thing 

about it and reinforce each other’s stories … Geoffrey’s opposition of …Virgil’s and 

Ovid’s views on Dido has the opposite effect” (337). Indeed, as Delany writes, 

“Chaucer’s method of handling contradictory traditions is simply to present the material 

in all its ambiguity, without comment or choice between several alternatives” ("Chaucer's 

House" 261). In stark contrast to Dante’s unified classical tradition, Chaucer’s “classical 

tradition” is therefore “a living, multiply communicating structure of great beauty and 

complexity, into which the modern poet ventures by acts of individual and cultural 

memory” (Hanning Serious). In a sense, Chaucer reminds the reader of what had long 

been accepted in Christian thought, that “the truths signified by pagan symbols do not go 

beyond those visible, temporal attributes of fame common to pagan and Christian 

observation” (Koonce 34). However, Chaucer treats all his poem’s observation in just 

such a manner, starting with the Christian clerks whose doctrines open the proem, forcing 

his narrator to inhabit an immensely limited perspective.    

In The House of Fame, there is only one moment in which Geffrey seems to 

transcend the chaos and noise of competing authorities. Near the center of his discussion 

of Dido, when the apparent empathetic connection between the narrator and the 

Carthaginian queen is at its highest, Geffrey makes a remarkably and uncharacteristically 
                                                
appears as a private pleasure, expressed by Aeneas’s need to go beyond Dido before he can establish a law, 

a territory, and a sovereignty” ("Manciple's" 94). 
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confident claim: “noon other auctor allege y” (315).190 The phrase is in reference to 

perhaps the most blatant moment of feminist critique in the text. Quoting Dido, and 

indeed working on no known prior source,191 Chaucer illustrates Dido’s misandry with a 

new allegorical reading of Aeneas’s life:192 

Alas, is every man thus trewe, 
That every yer wolde have a newe, 
Yf hit so longe tyme dure, 
Or elles three, peraventure? 
As thus: of oon he woulde have fame 
In magnyfyinge of hys name; 
Another for frendshippe, seyth he; 
And yet ther shal a thridde be 
That shal be take for delyt, 

                                                
190 As Robert W. Hanning puts it, while “Ovid’s Heroides” at first “replaces Vergil’s epic as the story 

“graven” on the wall,” this shift in focus is itself displaced when “the narrator himself leaps in to revise and 

expand the story even further, adding a speech by Dido for which he announces, ‘noon other auctor allege 

y’” ( "Chaucer's First" 152). 

191 Source-studies criticism has done much to clarify the immense reluctance Chaucer seems to have had 

when inventing details associated with classical stories. For one example, see E. Bagby Atwood’s well-

founded assertion that “in handling a classical theme Chaucer invented only when there was no available 

literary material which he could adapt to the purposes of his narrative” (455).  

192 While Ovid’s Dido does criticize Aeneas’s character, she sees not a progression through different 

kinds of women but a repetition of the same betrayal she experienced. Thus Lavinia becomes an “a second 

love … and a second Dido; a second pledge to give, and a second time to prove false  (alter amor … et 

altera Dido; quamque iterum fallas altera danda fides),” while Creusa “perished, left behind by her 

unfeeling lord (occidit a duro sola relicta viro),” a fate which Dido claims should have been enough of a 

warning for her to keep away from Aeneas (84-5, 88-9). Ovid’s portrait is far from Geffrey’s plodding 

naturalization (however cynical or self-accusing) of male abandonment of women. 
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Loo, or for synguler profit. 
(301-10) 

 

As in many medieval texts, Aeneas allegorically represents the journey of any man 

through life. Yet where traditional visions gloss Troy as Aeneas’s childhood, Dido as the 

threat of cupidinous love, and his future marriage to Lavinia as his arrival at mature 

charity, Dido lets Aeneas’s three loves signify nothing more or less than women. Creusa 

becomes the wife of a man’s youth, who sacrifices in order to make his greatness, 

Lavinia becomes a young women taken either for sexual “delyt” or for “profit” by an old 

man, and Dido herself becomes the middle figure, a woman whose “frendshippe” is not 

enough to prevent her husband from moving on to fresher fields.  

By the standards of medieval allegorical interpretations, such a reading falls flat; 

the treatment of women as mere women certainly lacks the sort of allegorical exuberance 

demonstrated by Alathia. If Alathia ever strives to emulate King Solomon, who in round 

21 was said to seek obtain such wisdom “so that he surpassed the custom of nature 

(naturae vincat ut usum) (202), Dido has no dreams of surpassing anything. Instead, like 

Pseustis, Dido has at best the hope of providing a literal account of her observations, 

using the form of allegory but rejecting its ends. Since, as Akbari writes, “the House of 

Fame is an allegory about the impossibility of writing allegory” (205), Dido’s production 

of a non-allegorical allegoresis is in fact a repetition of the poem’s general aims. Such 

mundane claims ultimately form the grounds of Geffrey’s one declaration of individual 

authority.  
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If Dido, and all that she implies, stands at the core of the House of Fame, that core 

is nonetheless heavily ironized—as is Geffrey himself. Indeed, the reaction to the Dido 

story, as it is presented within the work, has traditionally been particularly negative. As 

Baswell writes, Chaucer’s “plaintive, almost mawkish” Dido becomes “a fit subject for 

Geffrey’s reductive moralizing,” allowing the narrator to be “lost in glossating rather than 

moving along with his story,” even “pulling the poem from grand problems into almost 

tawdry sentiment” (Virgil 235-6). If Chaucer ties his auctority to the story of Dido, he 

does so in a way that seems to draw both away from lofty abstraction and towards the 

mundane. 

Benson ties this self-deprecatory speaker to Chaucer’s real-world political 

acumen. As he sees it, the point of the narrative is to demonstrate Chaucer’s willingness 

to act the fool even as he hints at an inner secret known only to Chaucer and a select few 

others. Thus by the poem’s conclusion “we now realize that Geoffrey, the bookish and 

unworldly (so he would have us believe) reckoner of Customs, is also Chaucer, the 

discreet diplomat, privy to news from ‘som contre’” ("Love-Tydynges" 200-1). Whether 

Benson’s political reading is entirely accurate, his depiction of the text itself as a 

knowing mask taken on by a politically astute Chaucer echoes the gender dynamics 

described earlier. The narrator’s “feminization,” like Benson’s mask, “serves 

paradoxically to characterize a self-constructing difference between him and the female 

character, Dido” (Hansen 93). In both cases, Geffrey is willing to link himself to a 

culturally inferior position, but only so long as he can make sure to avoid any permanent 

commitments. Thus, as Priscila Martin observes, “the House of Fame opens and closes 
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with two emblems: the seduced and abandoned woman, the wise and powerful man” 

(195). While it is perhaps to Chaucer’s credit that he questions the “man of Gret 

authority,” it is equally concerning that Dido, the very ground out of which Chaucer 

grows his self-proclaimed authority, is loved and abandoned by Geffrey as much as by 

Aeneas. If the House of Fame questions human intellect, Dido enables considerations of 

the dramatic consequences of failed acts of cognition, while simultaneously allowing 

male readers the possibility of insulating themselves from these dark epistemological 

concerns by linking them with the plight of women.  

PART III: ALATHIA AND THE EAGLE’S VISUAL DECEPTIONS 

3A) Fallible Brains and Images 
Chaucer’s second use of the word “brayn” comes from the proem to Book II of 

House of Fame:  

O Thought, that wrot al that I mette, 
And in the tresorye hyt shette 
Of my brayn, now shal men se 
Yf any vertu in the be 
To tellen al my drem aryght. 
(523-7) 

 

These four lines, along with an earlier invocation of the muses,193 echo the opening to 

Dante’s Paradiso.194 Speaking of a Heaven supersaturated with divine illumination, 

                                                
193 Chaucer’s use of the muses is, incidentally, the first such invocation in the English language. Dante 

provides Chaucer with both a model and a point of departure for this undertaking. As Bennet writes, 

Chaucer’s choice of muse both serves “to make clear a difference of tone and purpose (there will be no 

sublime poetry, no ‘maistrye’ in the House of Fame),” and “yet also to indicate his fascination with 
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Dante writes that, even though his intellect’s desires have been fulfilled more completely 

than memory could remember,195 he will offer in his poem a certain portion of divine 

truth: 

Nevertheless, as much of the holy kingdom 
as I could store as treasure in my mind 
shall now become the subject of my song. 
 
Veramente quant' io del regno santo 
ne la mia mente potei far tesoro, 
sarà ora materia del mio canto. 
(10-12) 
 

Chaucer’s choice to replace mente with “brayn” is not his only alteration of Dante’s 

vision. Chaucer’s claim is both more extravagant and more despairing than Dante’s. 

Dante presents himself as a partial yet faithful reporter of his divine vision, partitioning 

out his holy vision in accordance with his cognitive capacities. Chaucer, on the other 

hand, simultaneously doubts whether his brain has “any vertu” and wishes for it to 

communicate “all my drem aryght.” Dante’s middle way is excluded from the House of 

Fame’s vision of cognition; instead, the bumbling narrator Geffrey rambles from a manic 

                                                
precisely that ‘resurrection’ of the ‘morta poesì’ of which Dante speaks at the beginning of the Purgatorio” 

(Chaucer 123). 

194 All Latin quotations and English translations of the Commedia are from the editions by Robert and 

Jean Hollander.  

195 As lines 7-9 put it, “or, drawing near to its desire, / so deeply is our intellect immersed / that memory 

cannot follow after it (Perché appressando sé al suo disire, / nostro intelletto si profonda tanto, / che dietro 

la memoria non può ire).” 
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boastfulness in which his dream is better than all those that have come before (514-9) to 

an elaborately depressive doubt of his basic cognitive capacities. 

The alterations Chaucer offers to his Dantean source only further develop Book 

I’s investigation of human mental processes; again Geffrey proved himself to be 

simultaneously the master of a cornucopia of scholastic terms dealing with human dreams 

and utterly incapable of deriving any profit from his education. Indeed, lines 523-7 echo 

Geffrey’s earlier interest in anatomizing human minds. Both “thought” and the “brayn” 

are aspects of human cognition; neither stands as the homunculus of post-Cartesian 

philosophy, where one aspect of the brain is sovereign over all cognition. While one can 

find in Chaucer’s association of the brain with a treasury the sort of commonplace Mary 

Carruthers has traced in her discussions of medieval devotional practice and theories of 

memory (Craft and Book), the emphasis in this passage is not on mental abilities so much 

as on mental frailties. Geffrey’s “Thought” is at once the mysterious force that caused his 

dream vision to come about, the entity that can (potentially) communicate that vision to 

others, and an agent within Chaucer’s mind capable of reading the data stored in his 

brain. It is, like Geffrey’s dream itself, both everything and nothing. 

Geffrey’s anxiety interrogates both language and human cognition. Since 

Chaucer, as David Wallace notes, “explicitly rejects the Dantean option of writing a text 

with pretensions to omniscience” (110), the House of Fame continues to force its readers 

to examine the nature of those social and physical elements that enable them to make 

truth-claims. Throughout the rest of the book, Chaucer relies on his willingness to 

question the mental and authorial processes that enable him to speak, even (or especially) 
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when such discussions muddy or even seem to counteract his own poetic authority. The 

work’s comic narrator is the perfect vehicle for such meditations, providing a bumbling 

scapegoat for any reader’s insecurities. 

Even as Book II becomes increasingly energized by its focus on present 

cognition, liberated from the weight of historical seriousness that threatened to 

overwhelm Book I, it presents human cognition as the locus of uncertainties at least as 

significant as those faced by Dido. If, as Charles Muscatine writes, “Book II replaces the 

antique matters of Venus and Dido with Chaucerian autobiography, popular science, and 

pure comedy” (110), it retains an interest in the intersection between fleshy humans and 

grand thoughts. Ranging over a number of disciplines, Chaucer is free to map 

connections between language and Aristotelian physics, obvious jokes and questions of 

practical epistemology. In this sense, Chaucer’s dream does speak about nearly 

“everything;” the only things firmly excluded are those brought up in his treatment of 

Dido: serious considerations of tragedy, the personal consequences of failed judgments, 

and the ways cognitive failures may have disparate effects based on gender. 

Whether in its self-questioning or self-aggrandizing mood, however, Book II 

introduces the poem’s distinctive methodology: a sustained engagement with self-

consistent, quasi-scientific visual metaphors. Through its treatment of iconic images, the 

poem separates itself from the texts it uses as its foundations, while demonstrating 

Chaucer to be a skillful and poetically attuned visual rhetorician. In doing this, it betrays 

a final kinship with the pedagogical poem  that Chaucer references, the Eclogue of 

Theodolus. 
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3B) Bulls, Calves, Flight, and Confusion 
Round 14 of the Eclogue of Theodolus is a relatively standard example of 

Alathia’s use of visual imagery. As with many of the exchanges, Alathia responds to 

Pseustis by imitating the central image of Pseustis’s story: in this case, a bull. Pseustis 

tells of Zeus’s rape of Europa, while Alathia responds with the famous idol of a golden 

calf created by the Israelites while Moses received the Ten Commandments. Alathia’s 

use of the calf to treat of larger issues present throughout the poem is worthy of some 

attention, particularly as it anticipates many techniques used by Chaucer. The exchange 

proceeds as follows: 

PSEUSTIS: Europa’s beauty roused the hot marrow  
of Jove and turned the covering of divinity into the shape of a bull. 
Escaping the weapons of Agenor after the girl had been raped, 
he gave her name to that (place), which a third part of the world holds. 
 
ALATHIA: From Aaron’s fingers fire and gold made that famous calf 
the rebel throng became frenzied. 
After the scion of Levi repressed the anger of the Lord, 
a priestly fillet was granted to him as his perennial right. 
 
PSEUSTIS: Summa Iovis calidas Europae forma medullas 
Movit et in taurum deitatis vertit amictum 
Virgine stuprata non passus Agenoris arma 
Nomen donat ei, quod habet pars tertia mundi. 
 
ALATHIA: Insignem vitulum conflaverat ignis et aurum 
Ex Aaron digitis; insanit turba rebellis: 
Stirps Levi postquam Domini compescuit iram, 
pontificalis ei datur infula iure perhenni. 
(141-8) 
 

The connections between the passages go beyond the mere central image of a bull or a 

calf. In both stanzas, line one presents the animal, but also evokes heat. Jove’s marrow is 

hot (calidus) while the Israelite’s famous calf is made of fire and gold, (ignis et aurum). 



  

 236 

Similarly, line three features parallel evasions of destruction. Jove escapes the wrath of 

the human Agenor, while the Israelites, thanks to the prayers of their up-and-coming 

priestly family, escape God’s wrath. Finally, Alathia responds to the grand fame of 

Europa, whose name now “a third part of the world holds (quod habet pars tertia 

mundi),” by naming another eternal inheritance: the priestly headband or fillet 

(pontificalis infula) that marked the tribe of Levi as a perennial right (iure perhenni).  

Alathia’s modifications of Pseustis’s text, however, are at least as intentional as 

her echoes. Consistent with the spatial and visual rhetoric discussed in Chapter 1, she 

makes sure to reverse the impact of Pseustis’s central image. The vision of Jove in all his 

glory is transferred into the image of a false idol created by the Israelites; students 

familiar with their Old Testament would additionally recall the bull’s final fate, when it is 

ground up, mixed with water, and poured down the collective throats of the Israelites in 

an act of contrition for idolatry. In the poem’s conclusion, her discussion of the priestly 

line’s inheritance provides a stronger ending. Whereas Jove kept Europa’s memory alive, 

God provides for the entire clan of Levi, seemingly eternally.196 Alathia also takes two 

images that Pseustis links with divinity, and links them instead with humanity. Where 

Pseustis describes Europa as stirring up Jove’s emotions, Alathia’s bull stirs up the turba 

rebellis, the rebellious crowd of Israelis. Similarly, while in Pseustis’s account it is the 

god Jove who has to escape from the (presumably justified) wrath of Europa’s human 

                                                
196 This comment is the strongest example, in the text, of Alathia’s identity as a Jew rather than a 

Christian. For a Christian, the Levitical priesthood ends with the death of Christ, rather than lasting 

eternally. 
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father, in Alathia’s account it is the Israeli priests who manage to deflect Domini … iram, 

the wrath of God.  

All these changes affect Alathia’s implicit moral argument, but the moral Alathia 

provides is perhaps less significant to Chaucer than the process Alathia uses. Replacing 

the emotional volatility of Jove with the emotional volatility of the Israelites, Alathia 

humanizes Jove, thereby stripping away some of his divine glamour. At the same time, 

her second major adaptation seems to imply the converse, that normal Jewish mortals can 

obtain some of the privileges of divinity. While Jove exerted his divine power to avoid 

responsibility for his sexual peccadilloes, the Israelis, thanks to their high priests, are able 

to turn aside the much more powerful force of God’s wrath. The result is a tale that 

dwarfs Pseustis’s even as it echoes his rhetoric. What was at first a mere anecdote of 

Jove’s power becomes, instead, an impromptu sermon on the way humans can receive 

godlike powers through submission to God and reliance on his chosen priests. These 

arguments, most notably, occur not via explicit discussion but because of Alathia’s clever 

reworking of Pseustis’s images and their potential meanings. 

Chaucer’s techniques are remarkably similar to those employed by Alathia, even 

as his rhetorical purposes are considerably more complex. The House of Fame considers 

not the truth of things but the propagation of information. Worse, the information he 

wrestles with takes the form of a noisy, complex mess, signifying nothing with certainty. 

The work’s brilliance lies in its ability to use Alathian visual transformations even as it 

engages with a sort of truth alien to both Alathia’s and Dante’s more straightforward 

association of poetry with the certainty of divine revelation. 
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Chaucer’s initial adaptation of Dante’s invocation demonstrated his interest in 

rhetorical transformations, but his depiction of the Eagle shortly afterwards is much more 

Alathian. While Chaucer’s depiction of his Eagle draws from a variety of sources,197 

Dante’s text provides a number of key details. On the most basic level, both eagles lift 

dreamers up, promising enlightenment yet immediately providing confusion. As Dante 

puts it: 

Then it seemed to me after wheeling awhile, 
it plunged down terrible as lightning, 
and carried me straight to the sphere of fire.  
 
(Poi mi parea che, poi rotata un poco, 
terribil come folgor discendesse, 
e me rapisse suso infino al foco.) 
(Purgatorio IX.28-30) 
 

Like Pseustis, Dante provides a central image: a marvelous bird descending 

swiftly before lifting the dreamer to great heights. Like Alathia, Chaucer borrows this 

central image, yet dramatically shifts its significance. This process begins when Dante’s 

brief tercet is amplified, possibly needlessly, but simple amplification is only one of 

Chaucer’s many transformations. Once Chaucer’s narrator “gan beholde more and more / 

To se the beauty and the wonder” of the eagle (532-3) he provides his own description of 

Dante’s sights: 

But never was ther dynt of thonder, 
Ne that thyng that men calle fouder, 
That smot somtyme a tour to powder 
And in his swifte comynge brende, 
That so swithe gan descende 

                                                
197 For an excellent survey, see Schless 29-76. 
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As this foul, when hyt behelde 
That I a-roume was in the feld. 
(534-40) 
 

Chaucer’s expansion is intentionally funny, unlike Alathia’s straight-laced 

rhetoric, yet like Alathia, Chaucer works with the material (and particularly the images) 

he is given even as he reverses their significance. The process begins with his treatment 

of Dante’s phrase “terrible as lightning (terribil come folgor).” If Dante’s simile swiftly 

conveys swiftness, Geffrey freezes his eagle midair to name both thunder and lightning, 

repeats the word swift twice, and in general ensures that the sudden dive of a bird is 

delayed as long as possible by the narrator’s lofty rhetoric. Yet if the lines work well as a 

joke, the initial replacement of lightning with its related sound—the dint of thunder—

does more than simply multiply the sensations provided in Dante. If Book I imagined 

Virgil’s book as a visual temple, Book II presents Dante’s Eagle as a creature not of 

divine illumination but of overwhelming sound.198 Such a use is deeply tied to the poem’s 

philosophical project. As Akbari writes, “in the House of Fame, Chaucer uses the eagle 

… to deny that vision has the capacity to mediate transparently between subject and 

object” (Akbari 203). Chaucer’s shift from sight to sound, like Alathia’s shift from a 

divine Bull to an idolatrous Golden Calf, reverses the impact of the original image even 

as it imitates it. Just as Pseustis’s bull initially signified divine glory and yet in Alathia’s 

hands came to represent sinful idolatry, so too Chaucer implies that Dante’s vision, 

                                                
198 As John J. McGavin points out, both comparisons “prepare the way for the similies which the sound 

of communication will receive later in this poem” (77). 



  

 240 

previously an account filled with the authority of immediate vision, might produce more 

thunder than illumination. 

Chaucer takes this substitution one step further, modifying not only Dante’s 

central image, but also the description of its effects on the viewer. Dante’s emphasis on 

light already hints that his Eagle will bring intellectual illumination, but his later 

description literalizes another metaphor: intellectual awakening. The fire of the Eagle, in 

Dante’s account, drives stupor away: 

There it seemed that it and I were both aflame, 
and the imagined burning was so hot 
my sleep was broken and gave way. 
 
(Ivi parea che ella e io ardesse; 
e sì lo ’ncendio imaginato cosse, 
che convenne che ‘l sonno si rompesse.) 
(Purgatorio 31.3) 
 

Enlightenment, a burning fire, awakening: all are metaphors for the sudden and profound 

arrival of truth. Chaucer’s depiction of the Eagle already shifted away from Dante’s 

optical poetics and towards a consideration of sound, but his depiction of the eagle’s 

effect on the dreamer represents an even more violent departure. Geffrey is unable to 

report how high the Eagle carries him, he says, 

For so astonyed and asweved 
Was every vertu in my heved, 
What with his sours and with my drede, 
That al my felynge gan to dede, 
For-whi hit was to gret affray. 
(549-53) 
 

The same cognitive “vertu” that Geffrey must trust to carry his dream to the narrator flees 

in terror at the prospect of an Eagle-borne flight, taking with it his ability to perceive the 
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world. The “sours” or upward flight of the Eagle here does nothing to burn away the 

earthly dross that keeps Geffrey from a greater participation in Heavenly ideas, but 

instead feeds a sense of “drede” and dulls Geffrey’s sensations of the world. These twin 

shifts (from light to sound and from awakening to sleep) transform Dante’s Eagle utterly. 

Truth is no longer a matter of illumination; it is a matter of processing complex sounds. 

The quest for truth is not an act of awakening one’s soul from ignorance, but of engaging 

with a cacophony that is as likely to deafen as anything else. Yet even as Chaucer argues 

for the uncertainty of our cognitive capacities, he does so precisely by emulating the 

techniques of Alathia, the fictional girl whose name means truth. 

3C) The Eagle’s Certainty 
If the image of Geffrey’s Eagle deafens and causes confusion, the stories and 

images that the Eagle himself speaks are just the opposite: simple and deceptively 

straightforward. From the moment the Eagle speaks the word “Awak,” Geffrey 

recognizes in him a voice both comfortingly domestic and spectacularly pleasant. The 

Eagle speaks “ryght in the same voice and stevene / That useth oon I koude nevene” 

(561-2), probably in fact emulating the voice of Chaucer’s wife or domestic servant.199 

Yet if the Eagle speaks in a familiar voice, he strips that voice of any unpleasant 

connotations. The word “Awak,” Geffrey reports, “was goodly seyd to me, / So nas hyt 

never wont to be” (565-6). In short, the Eagle’s voice is perfectly catered to please his 

audience.  

                                                
199 For these two suggestions, see Skeat 255-6 and Bennett Chaucer's Book 58. 
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The Eagle himself, in fact, contrasts the invigorating quality of his voice to the 

soporific experience of seeking knowledge in books. Famously, he gives Chaucer an 

impromptu sermon on the dangers of literacy, a laborious activity that requires him to sit 

“domb as any stoon [dumb as any rock]” until his gaze is so “dawzed [dazed]” that he 

cannot see a single thing (656-7). Where Chaucer’s studies are boring, sleep inducing, 

and overly complicated, then, the Eagle’s voice is simple, domestic, and invigoratingly 

straightforward. 

This voice comes to dominate the major digression of Book II, which occurs 

between lines 551 (when Geffrey swoons in the Eagle’s grasp) and 1019 (where Chaucer 

begins to hear the House of Fame itself). As with the Dido digression of Book I, this 

segment of the poem turns the spotlight away from Geffrey. If the Dido segment departed 

from the text’s normal visual economy to explore the relationship between limited human 

cognition and the painful effects of misjudgment, the Eagle’s narrative does precisely the 

opposite. His means of discussion relies not on practical human matters, but rather on 

“scientific theory … and the empirical demonstration of that theory” (Delany Chaucer's 

House 71). Therefore if the Eagle’s presentation re-treads ground already covered by 

Geffrey, his treatment is quite a bit different. 

The Eagle’s description of the philosophical doctrine of “natural inclinations” sets 

the stage for his radically simple narration, which differs dramatically from Geffrey’s 

uses of philosophy. The proem to Book I takes a topic under current philosophical debate 

(the nature of dreams) and then multiplies terminology until the topic appears 

irresolvable. The Eagle’s argument, on the other hand, begins with the ubiquitous 
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principle of “natural inclinations,” a doctrine generally unquestioned in Chaucer’s age 

and “knowen kouth,” as the Eagle informs Geffrey, by “every philosophres mouth, / As 

Aristotle and daun Platon, and other clerkys many oon” (758-60). According to this 

doctrine, one now replaced by Newton’s theory of gravity, every element in the cosmos 

strives to reach its natural place. Smoke, in the Eagle’s example, seeks to rise up into the 

air. Conversely stones, whose natural inclinations point them towards the ground, will 

fall swiftly if raised out of their element.  

While the doctrine of natural inclinations is now quite outdated, adding a new 

ironic register for modern readers of the work, the Eagle’s first reference to medieval 

science is nonetheless authoritative by late-medieval standards. More significantly, the 

Eagle solidifies his claims with an appeal to authority that contrasts vividly with the way 

Geffrey treats scientific or philosophical data. Where Geffrey sorts through various 

theories of dream cognition without naming them, the Eagle drops the names of Aristotle 

and Plato and claims himself to be the bearer of a discourse community that is literally 

univocal, since “every philosophers mouth” espouses the same basic doctrines (758). To 

those readers who (like Geffrey) might be driven to exhaustion in the endless quest to sift 

truth from false in complex, philosophically nuanced discussions, the Eagle’s clarity 

might be refreshing. 

A parallel simplicity extends to the Eagle’s second claim, where he demonstrates 

the doctrine that “soun ys noght but eyr ybroken” (765).  As the Eagle continues, 

And every speche that ys spoken, 
Lowd or pryvee, foul or fair, 
In his substaunce ys but air; 
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For as flaumbe ys but lyghted smoke, 
Ryght soo soun ys air ybroke. 
(766-70) 
 

The Eagle’s doctrine of sound as violence conveyed through the air has fared better than 

the doctrine of natural inclinations in the time since Chaucer, but the Eagle’s method of 

presentation is more interesting than the doctrine itself. The Eagle is much more 

interested in what Latour terms ready-made science than science in the making; in just 

five lines he uses the word “is” four times, all expressions of fact that need no reference 

to any particular scholar for their authority. Indeed, here the Eagle dismisses with his 

naming of classical authorities in favor of simple imaginative demonstrations of his 

scientific doctrines. Pointing out that there are many demonstrations to support his claim, 

the Eagle draws upon two examples found in Macrobius’s Commentary on the Dream of 

Scipio:200 

For whan a pipe is blowen sharpe 
The air ys twyst with violence 
And rent — loo, thys ys my sentence. 
Eke whan men harpe-strynges smyte 
Whether hyt be moche or lyte, 
Loo, with the strok the ayr tobreketh; 
And rhght so breketh it when men speketh. 
Thus wost thou wel what thing is speche. 
(774-81) 
 

Macrobius, like the Eagle, uses both harps and pipes to illustrate various ways that 

broken air makes sound.  

                                                
200 Latin quotations of Macrobius come from Franz Rudolf Eyssenhardt’s edition; English translations 

are drawn from William Harris Stahl’s edition. 
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 As Wylbur Shypherd points out, not only does “Chaucer’s ‘pype’ and ‘harpe-

stringes’ correspond pretty closely to Macrobius’s ‘fidibus’ and ‘tibiis,’” but such a 

“parallelism in example may make more noteworthy the parallelism in the general 

discussion” (98). Yet if the Eagle draws these illustrations from Macrobius, he does so 

selectively. In the first place, he omits Macrobius’s first example of the production of 

sound—a staff that lashes the air—in order to focus only on the instruments Macrobius 

uses as the second and third of his examples, the harp and the pipe.201 In the second place, 

he maintains details from Macrobius’s account without any apparent comprehension of 

their significance or confusion. The detail that harp-strings can be struck “moche or lyte 

[vigorously or softly],” for instance, echoes Macrobius’s description of the “swift 

movement” and “slower movement” of a staff, while ignoring Macrobius’s interest in the 

difference in tone made by each movement. Similarly, Macrobius and the Eagle both 

focus on the violent twisting of the air, but Macrobius’s interest in the different tones 

given when different holes are covered leads him to theorize the difference between 

vigorous and weak sound-waves, as well as the ways that differently-sized holes can 

influence a sound’s tone. The Eagle may be as attuned to the power of visual rhetoric as 

                                                
201 The use of these two instruments as the sole representatives of sound foreshadow the first two groups 

of poets in the House of Fame, where harpists are seen as victorious and truthful while pipers represent the 

darker side of poetic memory. If so, it is quite possible that the instruments and their associations are tied to 

memories of the Eclogue of Theosolus, whose iconic instruments are discussed above as they related to the 

Owl and the Nightingale. 
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both Chaucer and Alathia, but unlike these figures, he is blind to the nuances of the texts 

he reads.  

The Eagle’s thesis itself represents a misreading of Macrobius’s doctrine. 

Notably, Macrobius claims that “sound is produced only by the percussion of air (sonum 

fieri nisi aere percusso)” (II.iv.2, emphasis mine). In claiming an unqualified identity 

wherein “soun ys noght but eyr ybroken” (765), the Eagle confuses the material cause of 

sound with its essence.  Similarly, the Eagle is faithful to medieval philosophy when he 

claims that sound is only air “in its substaunce” (768). Yet again, the Eagle assumes that 

a description of the material substance of sound  provides a full account of sound’s 

nature. The Eagle’s ability to ignore those philosophical niceties allows for a clear 

speech, but the reduction of sound to its material cause opens up startlingly false and 

counterintuitive conclusions. The words of the poem itself, if we take the Eagle’s account 

seriously, are unable to be differentiated from any other set of sounds. 

The Eagle’s third claim offers another simple demonstration of basic scientific 

principles; again, the argument he makes hides the much more difficult claim that he 

asserts without support. The Eagle draws on the same visual illustration of the 

propagation of a wave that Shakespeare will later put in the mouth of 1 Henry VI’s Joan 

of Arc:202 that of a rock thrown into the lake. Drawing on hypothetical experience, the 

Eagle explains that the rock will make a wheel of water, flowing outward, and  

that whel wol cause another whel,  
                                                

202 See 1 Henry VI, I.3.112-114. All Shakespeare references and quotations are drawn from the Pelican 

Shakespeare.  
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And that the thridde, and so forth, brother, 
Every sercle causynge other 
Wydder than hymselve was 
(794-7) 
 

until the waveform finally reaches “bothe brynkes” of the pond (803). 

The image is clear enough, and lulls the reader into complacency.203 Yet the 

Eagle’s use of the metaphor is ultimately opposite to Joan of Arc’s common-sense 

argument. For Joan, the waveform of Glory will “never cease to enlarge itself / Till, by 

broad spreading, it disperse to nought” (I.3.113-14). The Eagle, however, offers a far less 

logical conclusion to his demonstration. The Eagle’s sound wave will spread and 

reverberate “Til hyt be atte Hous of Fame” (821). For the mechanisms by which ever-

expanding waveforms could magically converge at a single location, the Eagle relies only 

on a spurious application of his earlier theory of natural inclinations, supposing that 

waves act like physical objects in being inherently attracted to their natural place in the 

cosmos. 

The Eagle’s long digression, then, seems to represent a direct inversion of 

Geffrey’s descriptions of the world. Both the words and images attributed to Geffrey 

himself—including the depiction of the Eagle—vividly enact the sheer difficulty of the 

search for truth. Geffrey is ever befuddled: drowning in contradictory dream-

                                                
203 Intriguingly, this image actually elides two ways of understanding perception contemporary with 

Chaucer. While I emphasize the image’s ability to model the wave qualities of sound, Michelle Karnes 

points out that the Eagle’s earlier use of the term “multiplicacioun” carries a specific reference to the 

perpetuation of speciae in medieval theories of perception (Karnes 96). 
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terminology, uncertain whether to tell Virgil or Ovid’s version of the Dido story, dubious 

about his own cognitive capacities, and driven out of his wits by the approach of an 

enlightening Eagle. The Eagle, on the other hand, provides all the clarity that Geffrey 

lacks, along with a generous helping of intellectual dishonesty.  

Geffrey and the Eagle represent respectively a radical cynicism and a radical 

optimism about the ability of one man to speak with an authoritative voice. Where 

Geffrey asks whether he lacks “any virtu” (526), the Eagle pretends that he can convey 

the whole truth “aryght” (527). Neither extreme appears particularly useful; both seem 

incapable of speaking simultaneously clearly and with intellectual rigor. If they have one 

thing in common, however, it is that both understand images as powerful and rhetorically 

active spaces, capable both of persuading an audience and modeling complex, even 

counterintuitive truths. Here, perhaps, Chaucer establishes what authority he can in Book 

II: not as either Geffrey or the Eagle, but as the poet capable of bringing such radically 

opposed visual and verbal economies to life in the same book. 

Conclusion: Pseustis, Dido and Men of Gret Auctority 
This chapter began with a consideration of Pseustis, the pagan boy whose failure 

in a poetry contest is memorialized in the House of Fame. Pseustis, initially, 

demonstrated the sort of multiplication of authority, as well as the sort of refusal to 

embrace a vision of divine truths, that saturates the House of Fame. Yet it is his opponent 

Alathia, with her careful transformations of Pseustis’s words and images, who ultimately 

prefigures Chaucer’s methodology. 
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Geffrey finds conclusive answer to the questions of authority he sets up 

throughout the poem in neither the House of Fame nor the House of Rumor. Instead, his 

dream-vision offers him only more polyphony, more arbitrary judgments. In light of the 

issues brought up in the first two books, this should not be surprising. From the very 

opening of Book I of the House of Fame, Geffrey is unable to find justification for his 

dream’s truthfulness, or even any certainty about the nature or trustworthiness of human 

cognition, despite (or because of) the vast army of scholars whom he consults on the 

subject. The only recourse he has is in rhetoric of the most simple and reductive kind—

bribes and threats offered in the hope of obtaining a charitable rather than vicious reader.  

In Book I, Geffrey demonstrates and interrogates his own capacity for visual 

translations, attempting to place the entirety of the Aeneid inside a transformation of 

Virgil’s temple of Juno. The narrator ranges from the humble position of a belated 

translator who doubts his capacities to follow in such giant footsteps, to the bold 

purveyor of truth capable of relating Dido’s story while relying on “non other auctor” 

(314). In both cases Chaucer uses the narrator to stake his own ground in the literary 

universe, establishing himself as the poet of uncertain rhetoric and the celebrator of 

intellectual befuddlement. 

In Book II, this contrast between well-informed ignorance and manipulative 

rhetoric is dramatized in image and word. Here, the narrator Geffrey takes on the role of 

the befuddled scholar, while the Eagle reflects the role of a blustering fool whose 

seemingly commonsense arguments hide vast holes in logic. Both of their claims are 

incarnated in the images they bring to light. Geffrey’s depiction of Dante’s descending 
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Eagle replaces illuminating light with incomprehensible sound and fury, while the 

Eagle’s scientific illustrations are clear and vivid, yet their very clarity disguises the fact 

that they don’t actually support the Eagle’s full claims. If the poem’s introductions 

question both the cognitive capacities and motives behind the search for truth, Book II 

implicates both simultaneously in verbal ploys and the deployment of mental images. 

Both language and images can be equally befuddling or deceptive. 

The work’s account of Dido is its pièce d’resistance. In Dido’s good faith 

misjudgment of Aeneas’s faithfulness, Geffrey painfully highlights the dangers inherent 

in all attempts to perceive truth. If Geffrey’s use of visuals is often playfully ironic, his 

abandonment of the visual economy for an elaborate consideration of Dido’s psychology 

marks a moment of apparent sincerity. At the same time, the fact that Dido is a woman 

makes it only that much easier to smoothly minimize later considerations of the sort of 

bodily consequences for misjudgment that she represents. 

Throughout the poem, Chaucer establishes his authority precisely through a 

marriage of Alathia-style visual rhetoric and Pseustis-style reductive materialism. Unable 

or unwilling to take on Dante’s role of speaking divine truths, Chaucer instead dramatizes 

various human modes of seeking truth, all of which ultimately lack authority. In the 

process, he demonstrates himself to be masterful at transforming texts, encountering 

conflicting sources, and acting as an imperfect yet educated rhetor in an imperfect world. 

This vision of the poet is a far cry from Alathia’s confidence—yet it still bears 

remarkable affinities for the debate process modeled in the Eclogue of Theodolus.  
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Postscript 

The Eclogue and Embodied Narrative Invention 
This dissertation uses the Eclogue of Theodolus to argue that both Latin pedagogy 

and the vernacular works it influenced practice a sophisticated, productive form of 

embodied rhetoric rooted in the brain’s abilities to metaphorize lived experiences. Indeed, 

especially in Chapters 3 and 4, I chart how medieval poetry and philosophy at times 

explicitly recognize (if sometimes in a mood of despair) the bodily nature of both rhetoric 

and human cognition. The truth Alathia represents is incarnated not merely as doctrines 

or ideas, but as a distinctive form of narrato-rhetorical invention. Truth does not merely 

oppose falsehood, but reworks it in a variety of ways: multiplying its images, replacing 

its commonplace spatial metaphors with idiosyncratic variants, and even applying 

contradictory significances to images as simple as being engulfed in the earth. From a 

cognitive perspective, we can see much of Alathia’s rhetoric as relying on the way that 

human experience underlies language; Alathia does not logically counter Pseustis’s 

narratives so much as recognize and revise the visual, spatial, and emotional experiences 

Pseustis evokes. As a result, Alathia demonstrates a rhetoric more flexible, and more 

capable of polysemy, than Pseustis’s. From the poem’s very opening, in which Pseustis 

seeks safety atop a fortress-like hill while Alathia defends herself only with words, 

Pseustis seems limited (or even exaggeratedly literal) in his understanding of metaphor, 

while Alathia’s language is often daring in its metaphorical transformation of embodied 

experience. 
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Because of its central process of discovering and transforming the emotional, 

logical, and even physiological effects of language, the Eclogue belongs as much to the 

history of rhetoric as to the history of literature. Indeed, the same medieval commentaries 

that emphasized the religious utility of the work announced its rhetorical nature. As I 

observed in Chapter 1, medieval commentators explicitly introduced the work as a 

representation of the conflict not only between Pagan and Christian ideals, but also 

between “the characters who debate in these (ipsae in eis certantes personae)” (Minnis 

and Scott 18, Huygens 27). Alathia, in this reading, expresses not just Christian ideas but, 

quite literally, a Christian persona, the subject-position of a Christian rhetor arguing 

against pagans. One of the more surprising themes running throughout this text is how 

very vibrant, inventive, and deeply embodied her rhetorical practice is. If medieval 

rhetoric was frequently considered the handmaid of theology, Alathia serves as a rather 

exuberant and independent-minded handmaid, reveling in the creation of unexpected or 

even perverse visual, spatial, and iconic associations at the same time as she ultimately 

identifies herself as a loyal servant of Christian Truth. The Eclogue thus reveals an 

understudied yet widespread form of medieval rhetorical practice rooted in the creative 

transformations of images, emotions, and other bodily effects of language. 

 

Vernacular Literature and the Eclogue 
The Eclogue has profound continuities with a number of vernacular works, as 

Chapters Two, Three, and Four demonstrate. The works examined in this piece are in fact 

representative, but far from exhaustive, of medieval engagements with the Eclogue. 
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Thanks to the work’s widespread classroom use, it would be surprising not to find echoes 

of its techniques throughout medieval literature. Certainly the most notable omission in 

this dissertation is that of medieval debates between Christians and Jews, a genre towards 

which Alathia bears an odd relationship. Chapter 1 examines Alathia’s odd and 

chronologically impossible reverence for the four Gospels, which aligns Old Testament 

Jews with New Testament Christians so as to exclude medieval Jews from the narrative. 

Yet the Eclogue nonetheless served as a direct model of at least one more respectful 

dialog between Judiasm, Warnerius of Basel’s Synodicus. This debate, which ultimately 

declares both the Old Testament and New Testament to be equally pleasurable, has been 

declared “a close copy of the poem of Theodulus” (Hedberg 48-9). Such interactions 

testify to medieval interests in the specifically Jewish aspect of the Eclogue, and hint that 

the poem may have played a role in the history of Jewish-Christian relations. 

Other works, though not serving as direct emulations of the Eclogue, demonstrate 

the versatility of the sort of debate it models. It is quite possible, for instance, to see 

echoes of the Eclogue in the structure of Pearl, where the heavenly spirit of a young girl 

explains religious truths to a material-minded man precisely through elaborate imagined 

spatial arrangements and daring reversals of intuitive ways of understanding the world. 

On a more general level, it is difficult not to see connections between visual and 

embodied narrative rhetoric in the classroom and, say, Dante’s more rigid (but no less 

demanding) visual economy in the Commedia, something I touched on only obliquely in 

Chapter 4. The discussions offered above, then, should be seen as an opening foray 

investigating the influence of “Alathian” pedagogy across the Middle Ages, and far from 
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the final word. Moreover, both Pearl and the Commedia point to a form of writing and 

reading with particular affinities with the aggressive use of metaphors found in the 

Eclogue: the twinned genres of allegory and allegoresis. 

 

Towards a Neuropoetics of Allegoresis 
Alathia’s words often bore moral or theological allegorical commentaries, yet it is 

the literal level of her composition practice that bears the most interesting relationship to 

medieval allegory. Alathia’s tendency to view Pseustis’s work as providing a variety of 

starting material, for instance, echoes the historical consciousness of allegory. As Gordon 

Teskey puts it, early Christian allegoresis “makes it seem as if the remains of classical 

culture are being reduced to a material state—to pure sound, in this case—before being 

put to an alien use” (44). Pseustis’s association with mindless literalism certainly 

participates in the first step of this allegorical process; he may not be reduced to pure 

sound, yet his slow-minded focus on accessible, everyday associations between words, 

motions, and their emotional meanings indicates a lack of reflection about the power of 

language.  

Pseustis’s materialism, however, is only one side of the story. Rita Copeland and 

Stephen Melville present the allegoresis of pagan texts as not only a form of 

historiographically-focused rhetoric, but also a model of invention. Allegoresis is, for 

them, “a productive act that locates itself in the temporal circumstances of both writing 

and reading” and in which “the exegete’s performance becomes, not a reproductive 

unraveling, but a productive repetition” of a text under consideration (146). Because this 
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repetition is meant to produce new meanings, it by definition must transcend the ways in 

which the previous text made meaning. The treatment of a text offered by allegoresis is 

thus the inverse of modern “symptomatic” readings that locate deep structures hidden 

within texts; medieval authors may insist on finding a seed of truth beneath the 

integument of pagan myths, but allegorical practice actually builds new meanings and 

works on top of an old text; the old text, in turn, is reduced to a secondary role as the 

source of potential signifiers or memorable literary experiences. 

A neurocritical study of the Eclogue therefore has the ability to place allegoresis 

within its larger compositional context. Alathia’s stories are not explicit allegorical 

interpretations of Pseustis’s narratives, yet they provide a similar level of daring and 

creativity. Again and again, students followed Alathia as she turned the basic material of 

Pseustis’s narrative into strange, unique, Christianized variants. Notably, Alathia treats 

both Pseustis’s words and basic lived experiences in much the same manner. Just as 

Alathia, for instance, violently replaces Pseustis’s erotic image of shivering Phyllis with 

an image of the animal-licked inanimate remains of Lot’s wife, so too she reverses 

intuitive directional associations, giving a negative connotation to “up” and celebrating 

the act of burial as a moment of divine intervention. In Alathia’s poetics, the line between 

allegoresis (the provision of existing words with alien significations) and invention (the 

search for potentially convincing arguments or associations)204 is greatly blurred. Both, 

                                                
204 As Cicero writes in his treatise on the subject, “invention is the discovery of 

valid or seemingly valid arguments to render one’s cause plausible (inventio est 
excogitatio rerum verarum aut veri similum quae causam probabilem reddant)” (I.7.9), 
and this definition is repeated, for instance, in medieval introductions to the Poetria Nova 
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after all, are simply means of creatively appropriating given textual, narrative, and 

experiential material for one’s current rhetorical situation, and both are capable of 

exciting the brain to higher levels of activity.205 Thus while a full neurohistory of 

medieval allegorical practices is beyond the scope of this dissertation, Alathia’s 

embodied narrative rhetoric, and in particular her ability to hijack the brain’s natural 

tendency to abstract sensual data, may help us to understand how medieval students were 

trained to value and produce allegorical texts. Indeed, such research may provide greater 

insight not only into medieval allegory, but also into how institutions, texts, and genres 

simultaneously shape and respond to the capacities of the human brain. 

 

                                                
(Woods Classroom 33), a grammar textbook used for poetic as well as rhetorical 
composition.  

205 For Teskey, both medieval and Spenserian “allegory is more a means to an 
end, a heuristic instrument for exciting the mind to activity, than it is an end in itself” 
(99).  
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Appendix: Index of References to the Eclogue of Theodolus 

 
In this appendix, I have numbered the exchanges and provided a speculative list 

of connections between the two narratives in each exchange. This list of connections, at 
times obvious and at times highly speculative, is intended to provide a sketch of the ways 
a medieval readers might have understood the connection between Pseustis’s quatrains 
and Alathia’s responses, and not to be authoritative. For further discussion of each 
passage, please see the relevant passages in this dissertation, referenced by chapter 
(roman numeral) and section (number and letter). 

ECLOGUE 1: INTRODUCTION206 
0) [1-36] Establishing the setting (I.1a,1b,2b), (II.2b), (III.1c) Note: there are no formal 
exchanges in this section, but merely a description of the geographical setting of the 
discourse and the basic characteristics of its three participants. 

ECLOGUE 2: FROM RELIGIOUS HISTORIES TO VISUAL ECHOES 
1) [37-44] Creation (II.2a) 

2) [45-52] Exile from Paradise (II.2a) 

3) [53-60] First sacrifice (II.2a) 

4) [61-8] Divine Transformations (II.2a) 

5) [69-76] Worldwide Flood (II.2a) 

6) [77-84] Flight (I.1c, II.2a) 

7) [85-92] Towers (I.intro.) 

8) [93-100] Exile and Nurture (II.2a) 

9) [101-8] Sons and Sacrifice (II. 2a) 
                                                

206 I have taken the Eclogue division from the commentary of Bernard of Utrecht, whose division was 

followed by later medieval commentators. For further discussion of the commentaries and manuscript 

division, see (B. N. Quinn). 
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10) [109-16] Women Transformed (II.2a) 

11) [117-24] Humans fight deities (I.Intro) 

12) [125-32]. False accusations [of adultery] (II.2a), (IV.1b) 

13) [133-40]. Animals Transformed (I.intro.), (III.1b) 

14) [141-8]. Bulls (II.2a), (IV.3b) 

15) [149-56]. People Swallowed by the Earth (I.1c) 

16) [157-64]. Animals and Speech (II.2a), (III.1b) 

17) [165-72]. Extended Night or Day (I.intro.), (II.2a) 

18) [173-80]. Strong Men with Dangerous Women (I.1c), (II.2a) 

ECLOGUE 3: POWER, PUNISHMENT, AND ALATHIA’S TRIUMPH 
19) [181-8]. 1,000 Gods vs. 1 God (I.1c), (III.1c). (IV.1d) 

20) [189-96] Music (II.2a) 

21) [197-204] Wisdom (IV.2d) 

22) [205-212] Food (I.1c) 

23) [213-20] Flying Horses (I.1c) 

24) [221-8] Extended life (II.2a) 

25) [229-36] Tree as witnesses (I.Intro.) 

26) [237-44] Self-worship punished (I.2a) 

27) [245-52]. Night won’t come (I.intro.), (III.1c, 2a)  

28) [253-60] Divinely-Penetrated gates (II.2a), (III.2e) 

29) [261-8] Woman Punished vs. Woman Praised (I.2b),  (II.2a), (II.2c), (III.2e) 

30) [269-76] Immoral Pagan Women vs. Judith (I.2b, concl.), (II.2a), (III.1c, 2e) 
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31) [277-84] Destructive vs. Divinely-Sanctioned Seductresses (II.2a), (III.2e) 

32) [285-92] Polytheism vs. Monotheism (I.intro.) (III.2e), (IV.1c) 

33) [293-300]. Natural Predations vs. Providence (I.intro.), (III.1c), (III.2e) 

34) [301-308] Women: Curse or Blessing? (II.2a), (III.2e) 

35) [309-16] Night, Come! vs. Day, Remain! (I, intro.), (III.1c), (III.2e) 

36) [317-24] Proserpina betrayed vs. God’s secrets (III.2e), (IV.2a) 

37) [325-32] A Girl’s tricks vs. a false philosopher; 1,000 Attacks vs. 4 Gospels 

(I.concl.), (III.2e), (IV.2b) 

Conclusion) [333-44]: Pseustis yields, Phronesis calls for an end to the debate (I.2d) 
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