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Introduction 

 

 At the end of Chaucer‘s Troilus and Criseyde, the disembodied soul of Troilus 

laughs as he looks down on the wretched strivings of the ―litel spot of erthe‖ below.
1
 This 

moment that has often been read to exemplify the contemptus mundi sentiments of 

Boethius‘s Consolation of Philosophy. Ilan Mitchell-Smth argues that much of Chaucer‘s 

poetry has a ―Boethian theme,‖ in that it acts as a warning ―for readers to avoid the 

animalistic distractions and excesses of the secular realm, and by doing so, directs their 

attention and spiritual movement heavenward, toward that which is eternal.‖
2
 In the 

introduction to her recent collection The Erotics of Consolation, Catherine E. Léglu 

characterizes Boethius‘s Consolation as an ―emphatically Platonic text.‖
3
 In much 

Chaucer criticism Boethianism is used as philosophical shorthand for these two 

observations; Boethianism equals a Platonic rejection of the material world as a realm of 

false perceptions and bodily degradation.
4
 Many scholars attendant to Chaucer‘s 

Boethianism then, have found it difficult to reconcile the tender and sympathetically 

earthly love story of Troilus and Criseyde with the rejection and denigration of all things 

terrestrial advanced by the Consolation and apparently denoted in Troilus‘s laugh.  

  Chaucer‘s translation of the Consolation, as the Boece, was composed in the 

1380s in concert with the Troilus and the Knight‟s Tale, long considered Chaucer‘s two 

most philosophical poems. These works mark a shift in Chaucer‘s poetry from allegorical 

dream visions and occasional poems to the Troilus‘s seemingly novelistic realism and the 

Canterbury Tales‟s exploration of its convincing and richly human characters. Yet 

despite the common dictum that Boethius influenced poetic moments such as Troilus‘s 
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predestination lament or Theseus‘s ―First Mover‖ speech, the relation of the Boece to 

Chaucer‘s poetry remains understudied and misunderstood.  

  My dissertation reexamines Chaucer‘s debts to the Consolation by reconciling 

Boethius‘s Neoplatonic distaste for the material world with Chaucer‘s poetic celebrations 

of the variety and sensuality of human life. I revise our understanding of Chaucer‘s 

poetry by recontextualizing it within a new Boethianism that stems from Chaucer‘s 

interaction with the scholastic commentary on the Consolation by Oxford Master and 

Domincian Nicholas Trevet. Although critics have long known that Chaucer‘s Boece 

extensively borrows from, glosses, and cross references with Trevet‘s commentary, very 

little attention has been given to what effect this had on Chaucer‘s Boethian poetry. My 

dissertation argues that through Trevet‘s immensely popular commentary, Chaucer 

received a predominantly Aristotelian-Thomist reading of the Consolation, one that 

reinvents Boethius‘s Neoplatonic rejection of the sensual world as an apologetically 

materialist philosophy.
5
 The Aristotelian-Thomist influence of Trevet‘s commentary is 

most visible in Chaucer‘s treatment of the human interactions with the temporal world: in 

the functions of sense perception, the working of memory, and the desire to foresee the 

unknown future.  

  Many of the differences between Boethius‘s Neoplatonism and Trevet‘s 

Aristotelian-Thomist interpretation of the Consolation are grounded in the basic 

disagreement between these two philosophies regarding how the body and the soul are 

related. There is some agreement between these two accounts of the body-soul 

relationship. Both agree that the human soul is the immaterial spirit that animates the 

body; it imagines, remembers, and judges. The human soul is also uniquely rational and 
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intellective, and is used interchangeably in these accounts with what we would call 

―mind.‖ Whereas Boethius is a dualist who believes the body is simply a degraded 

vehicle that the soul drives through this fallen world, Aristotelian-Thomists believe that 

the body and soul form an intimate amalgam. For Thomas Aquinas, as for Trevet, the 

soul is the form of the body. While the soul is separable from the body in death, the 

disembodied soul is incomplete without the material counterpart it configures. Moreover, 

the immaterial soul is dependent on its material manifestation in the world for mental 

content.  

  These two body/soul relationships engender two very different attitudes to the 

human journey through the material world. Boethius sees the world as a fetid pit of 

degradation and fleetingly false goods. The loss of these false goods manipulates our base 

emotions and desires and causes us to sink ever lower into the animalistic body. Only the 

mind, the rational soul made in the image of God as the Divine Mind, can provide any 

comfort in this fallen state. Trevet‘s view of the world is more tempered; the world is 

fallen, but our body aids our soul as we wend our way through the confusing variability 

and multiplicity of human experiences. The varity of human experience is not simply a 

deviation from the Oness of the God, but is also the positive reflection of human choice, 

which is the ultimate purpose of reason and the instigator of virtue. The soul will only be 

complete, perfected, and whole when it is reconnected to the body at the end of time.   

  Scholastic commentary provides a vibrant and much overlooked site of contact 

between Chaucer‘s poetic interests and his philosophical labors. Keen to preserve the 

focus on Chaucer‘s poetic genius, literary scholars have been inattentive to Chaucer‘s 

interest in Trevet‘s work, in part because of a low opinion of scholasticism as dull, 
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pedantic, and beneath the sophistication of Chaucer‘s poetic language. Scholastic 

commentary in the early fourteenth century sought to explain the intention of famous 

authors, such as Boethius, but did so in such a way that these intentions aligned 

themselves with whatever the commentator thought was the doctrine of the church and its 

―truth.‖ Trevet‘s commentary explains what he takes to be the intention of Boethius‘s 

Consolation and expands the text with an encyclopedic collection of topics only 

tangentially related to Boethius‘s arguments. Indeed, with the smallest provocation of 

diction, Trevet finds reason to discuss exegetics, ancient philosophy, mythology, and 

history, and he provides scientific accounts of cognition, astronomy, and geology. Thus 

Trevet not only gives a reading of the Consolation, but also extensive historical and 

mythographic background information, descriptions of Boethius‘s sources, as well as an 

account of how the Boethius‘s biography influences his text. By foregrounding how 

Trevet‘s Aristotelian-Thomist philosophical commitments shaped his presentation of the 

Consolation, and thus Chaucer‘s reception of Boethius, my dissertation alters the existing 

view of Chaucer‘s reading of the Consolation. I offer a new Aristotelian-Thomist 

Boethianism in place of the decontextualized accounts of Chaucer‘s Boethianism as a 

dualistic philosophy with a strict contemptus mundi lesson. This introduction offers a 

brief examination of previous critical attitudes towards Trevet‘s commentary and an 

attempt to understand why scholars have been hesitant to explore Chaucer‘s use of 

Trevet‘s immensely popular work.    

 

„What a shabby pedagogue‟: Chaucer, Trevet, and Critics  
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  Edward Gibbon, in a passage from The History of the Decline and Fall of the 

Roman Empire often quoted in prefaces to Boethius‘s Consolation of Philosophy, 

declared the Consolation a ―golden volume, not unworthy of the leisure of Plato or 

Tully.‖
6
 This praise aligns Boethius with the great philosophical minds of Greece and 

Rome, even as it undercuts Boethius‘s suitability to be honored among the Classical 

philosophers by its pointed use of litotes (―not unworthy‖), a rhetorical trope that can 

only ever give qualified praise. It is worth noting that the remainder of Gibbon‘s 

quotation is rarely, if ever, included by editors of Boethius. Gibbon continues his faint 

praise thus: ―[the Consolation] claims incomparable merit from the barbarism of the 

times and the situation of the author.‖
7
 Perhaps the Consolation was already too medieval 

a work for Gibbon, falling as it did on the cusp of the ‗Dark Ages.‘ Boethius was the last 

of the lay philosophers; the next great Western mind was Cassiodorus, who was the 

immediate political successor of Boethius in the court of Theodoric, as well as his 

intellectual inheritor. Cassiodorus eventually left the political life to retire to the safety of 

a monastery he founded at Vivarium, where his work contributed to the preservation of 

Classical texts. The movement of scholarly work into the religious cell marks a major 

transition in Western intellectual life for centuries; after Cassiodorus, nearly all great 

thinkers were also part of monastic communities. For those who have looked back to 

create the categories by which we now subdivide time and period, Boethius was ―the last 

of the Romans and the first of the Scholastics.‖ 

  Gibbon‘s tempered praise of Boethius—as a scholar whose work is good only in 

comparison to the barbarism of the times—reveals a common critical attitude towards 

medieval intellectual work. Those who study the work of medieval thinkers, particularly 
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scholars who are using these intellectual works to discuss some other part of medieval 

culture—be it medieval imaginative literature or medieval history— often find medieval 

scholarship lacking, shoddy, or even ridiculous. If these medieval scholars are praised, 

the lauds are framed as deserved only by comparison with the ―barbarism of the times.‖ 

By degrading medieval scholarly work with sly rhetorical digs and condescension, 

modern scholars distance themselves from medieval exegetics and assert the vast 

difference between scholastic commentaries and modern editions and monographs. E.T. 

Silk, for example, dedicated his academic career to studying the work of Trevet, and his  

1930 dissertation discusses Chaucer‘s use of the Dominican. When he died, Silk left 

behind a completed edition of Trevet‘s Consolation commentary that remains 

unpublished. Despite this personal dedication to Trevet‘s work, Silk is well aware that 

modern scholars may find Trevet‘s commentary difficult to appreciate: 

If one reads to the end [of] the more than one hundred thousand words of 

this expositio and studies its charts and diagrams he is likely to have 

experienced impatience and irritation but also to have felt more than once 

genuine admiration and respect for this commentator; for, although Trevet 

is often ostentatious and again pedantic, he must be given credit as a 

conscientious and, for his day, reliable exegete.
8
   

Silk expresses apologetic surprise in finding ―genuine admiration and respect for this 

commentator‖ despite his ostentatiously pedantic writing. Continuing in this tone, Silk 

notes that Trevet‘s scholastic method is ―more likely to infuriate than help the modern 

reader,‖ as he ―borrows from and nonchalantly plagiarizes from his predecessors.‖
9
 His 

accessus ―inflates‖ the standard ―jejune‖ introduction ―with the traditional topics and 
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formulas expanded almost beyond recognition,‖ following on the heels of his 

―rhetorically elaborate and mediaevally modest apology.‖
10

 Trevet emerges from this 

portrait looking like a pompous graphomaniac, whose methods, although archaic, can still 

elicit some admiration if modern readers can muster the patience to appreciate them.       

  Beryl Smalley places Trevet among the predecessors of the group of Classicizing 

Friars, whom she argues were the forerunners of humanist study. Smalley praises Trevet 

as ―a true polymath, being theologian, Biblicist, hebraist, historian, and classicist.‖
11

 

Nonetheless, in a move again indicative of modern attitudes towards scholastic 

commentary even among the Schoolmen‘s champions, Smalley‘s next few paragraphs 

retract this praise. She asserts that ―it is tempting to laugh at Trevet‘s scholarship‖ 

because of his academic errors, lack of access to multiple texts, and in general the 

―horrible mistakes‖ and ―muddles which had arisen since the deeper understanding of the 

school of Chartres had given way to [Trevet‘s] shallower studies.‖
12

 Smalley finally 

demotes Trevet from a true scholar to ―‗prep-school‘ master to the later middle ages.‖
13

 If 

Boethius has been characterized as riding the cusp between the Classical and medieval 

periods ―the last of the Romans and the first of the Scholastics,‖ then Trevet barely 

precedes the last of the Scholastics and the first of the humanists. Indeed, humanist 

scholarship is often set up as the foil for the excessive and ridiculous practices of 

scholasticism. It is no wonder that Chaucerians have been slow to identify the influence 

of Trevet‘s scholasticism in Chaucer‘s poetry; why would Chaucerians want to connect 

―the Father of our Poetry‖ with such a ―shabby pedagogue?‖ These critical accounts, 

bedeviled by a certain sheepishness about the object of their study, help perpetuate an 

attitude towards scholastic commentary as a ridiculous endeavor with little to offer 
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modern literary scholars.  

  In emphasizing the vast difference between medieval scholarship as an empty or 

clumsy endeavor and modern scholarship as self-aware and perspicacious, critics offer an 

interesting inversion of the elegiac posture adopted by historicism towards the medieval 

past. This posture was famously characterized by Louise O. Fradenburg: ―So much 

medievalism has kept itself inspired—kept itself desiring—through an extremely 

romantic equation of modernity with deprivation and of the past with a fullness which 

must be recovered.‖
14

 Fradenburg‘s critique of historicism‘s melancholic relation to the 

past stresses the contradictory impulse to cast the object of study as inaccessible and 

unknowably different from modernity, while also seeking to identify with this lost object 

by adopting what the historicist supposes are the object‘s own interpretive methods. She 

argues that historicism attempts to shed its modern biases, the ―‗narcissism‘ of modern 

readers who seek to discover modern meanings in older texts,‖ and thus to see medieval 

works from within their own evaluative systems.
15

 In this way, the practice of historicism 

shares much with the scholastic commentator who sought after the author‘s intentions 

while also remaining dedicated to their own interpretive commitments.  

  Fradenburg‘s critique of this melancholic practice has been incredibly influential 

in my work, but I want to focus on a different phenomenon that occurs in the relation of 

modern scholars to medieval scholarship. When discussing medieval literary criticism—

rather than medieval art or poetry—many modern literary scholars seem reluctant to cast 

off their modern scholarly judgments resulting in an anachronistic dismissal of the work 

of the Schoolmen as bad scholarship. Gayle Margherita‘s Romance of Origins critiques 

―the qualitative judgment, even apologism, that has often colored the traditional 
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medievalist‘s relation to her or his object of study‖ by focusing on ―‗lesser‘ texts [that] 

have been condemned for their poverty of invention and/or lack of sophistication and 

subtlety; the limited scholarly attention they have received has focused exclusively on 

philological or linguistic problems.‖
16

 Margherita‘s book examines medieval lyrics and 

saints lives, but her characterization of their critical reception could just as easily be 

applied to Trevet‘s commentary or other ―lesser‖ scholastic commentaries. Edwin Quain, 

whose Medieval Accessus ad Auctores examines that staple of scholastic criticism the 

accessus, also notes ―that curious attitude of scholars who devote themselves to the study 

of the Middle Ages only to take obvious delight in ridiculing the stupidity of medieval 

authors.‖
17

 Quain rightly notes a certain ―delight‖ in the critic who denounces the 

Schoolmen: the enjoyment of methodological contempt for scholarly predecessors. The 

condemnation of these texts implicitly asserts the vast difference between modern 

scholarly practices and the scholarship of the past. Rather than positing the past as whole 

and attempting to remake their interpretive gaze in a medieval image, literary scholars 

disavow any connection with medieval critical practices. Here, the refusal to recognize 

common ground between modern scholars and medieval Schoolmen, rather than the 

inability to see our differences, has resulted in precisely the anachronistic universalization 

D.W. Robertson Jr. denounces in A Preface to Chaucer: 

   Perhaps a better understanding of what is ‗medieval‘ can be achieved, and    

   hence a sounder appreciation for it, if we examine some of the differences  

   between the presuppositions of medieval art and those of modern art,  

   suspending, at least for the moment, our desire to make spontaneous  

   judgments of value. Our judgments of value are characteristically  
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   dependent on attitudes peculiar to our own place and time. If we  

   universalize these attitudes, as though they were Platonic realities, and  

   assume that they have a validity for all time, we turn history into a mirror,  

   which is of significance to us only insofar as we may perceive in it what  

   appear to be foreshadowings of ourselves, but which are actually, merely  

   reflections of ourselves arising from reconstructions of the evidence based  

   on our own values. And when his happens, history, although it may seem  

   to flatter us with the consoling message, ‗Thou art the fairest of all,‘  

   becomes merely an instrument for the cultivation of our own prejudices.
18

 

Robertson‘s plea that scholars not universalize their own standards rings true, even as the 

many critiques (particularly psychoanalytic and feminist) of the extremity of his position 

are well taken. But his admonition that we should not look for our own reflection in the 

past, thereby allowing history to become our own magical mirror, suggests that such an 

exercise would always result in a flattering reflection, the reassurance that we are the 

fairest, the smartest, and the most perspicacious. Margherita reads this ―historicizing 

speculum‖ as ―the imaginary moment of transference, whereby we see the past in terms 

that actually have more to do with our investments in and anxieties about the present and 

future.‖
19

 Margherita‘s statement reveals that the mirror of history can reflect our 

disappointments as well as our triumphs; the reflection is not always a pleasing one.             

    In The Analysis of Sensations (1897), Ernst Mach famously tells a story about 

misrecognizing himself in an omnibus mirror. 

   Not long ago, after a trying railway journey by night, and much fatigued, I 

   got into an omnibus, just as another man appeared at the other end. ‗What  
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   a degenerate pedagogue that is, that has just entered,‘ thought I. It was  

   myself: opposite me hung a large mirror. The physiognomy of my class,  

   accordingly, was better known to me than my own.
20

  

Sigmund Freud retells this episode of Mach‘s encounter with the ―shabby pedagogue‖ in 

The Uncanny to illustrate ―the uncanny effect of the ‗double‘‖ which occurs when ―our 

own image … confronts us, unbidden and unexpected.‖
21

 Freud relates his own similar 

story concerning the sudden appearance of ―an elderly gentleman in a dressing gown and 

travelling cap‖ whom he found ―thoroughly unpleasant‖ before recognizing the interloper 

as his own reflection.
22

 These humorous accounts of judgmental feelings towards an 

unrecognized self-image might impart a cautionary tale of misplaced aversion to 

contemporary medievalists who frown with distaste at the medieval Schoolmen. The 

emotional and rhetorical distance many literary critics adopt towards scholasticism 

functions as a symptom of the misrecognition and disavowal of their own scholarly 

origins. By developing the notion of the ―shabby pedagogue‖ as a form of misrecognition 

and disavowal of our own critical practices and origins, I suggest that Chaucer‘s 

scholastic interests are still systematically ignored by modern critics in part because of 

the uncanny feelings medieval literary criticism inspires in modern medievalists. By 

ceasing to denigrate the scholarly production of the medieval period, the work of 

Boethius, Trevet, and, yes, even Chaucer, we medievalists can better understand our own 

scholarly production and our relationship to the medieval universities, in which we find, 

in so many ways, our own academic origins. Of course, I do not mean to suggest that the 

work of modern medievalists is shabby; the academy remains a vital, rigorous, and 

intellectually colorful place that constantly produces exciting and creative insights. I only 



12 
 

wish to suggest that in criticizing the medieval Schoolmen as ridiculous, we scholars of 

the medieval period do ourselves and the seriousness of our work no favors.  

  I am not the first to suggest that the lack of attention given to Chaucer‘s use of 

scholastic texts stems, in part, from the low opinion of the Schoolmen, and a desire to 

keep Chaucer‘s literary output free from an association with this type of text. Kathryn 

Lynch, in Chaucer‟s Philosophical Visions, notes that Chaucerians in particular seem  

   put off by a specter of scholasticism as a dusty, desiccated, overly  

   analytical and unnecessary systematizing of knowledge pursued by  

   bloodless clerks who spent their days debating the number of angels who  

   could fit on the heads of pins. Nothing could be further, the argument  

   goes, from the concerns of a poet, especially the proto-humanist  

   Chaucer.
23

 

While descriptions of scholasticism such as this are common enough, rarely is a more 

robust portrait offered as an alternative.
 24

 Lynch notes that even scholars interested in 

exploring Chaucer‘s philosophical learning have been careful to ―distance themselves 

from any argument that might suggest Chaucer‘s personal, direct or detailed and 

thoroughgoing interest in scholasticism.‖
25

 Alastair Minnis has been a consistent 

operative against this negative view of the implications of mingling scholasticism and 

literature, as has Rita Copeland, but a quick survey of other responses to Trevet‘s 

influence on Chaucer can give a sense of the predominate critical tone.   

 This negative attitude towards the intermingling of lesser scholastic authors with 

Chaucer‘s literary output is best revealed in John V. Fleming‘s Classical Imitation and 

Interpretation in Chaucer‟s Troilus. While Fleming is broadly committed to the 



13 
 

importance of the scholastic thought for Chaucer‘s philosophical readings, he appears 

upset by the specific scholastic text (Trevet) Chaucer has chosen to emphasize. Fleming 

seems to take a certain wry pleasure in discussing what he perceives to be Trevet‘s 

shortcomings. He seems bemused as to why Chaucer would spend his time reading the 

work of Trevet: 

   Jean de Meun is indeed a major influence upon Chaucer‘s poetic  

   conception of the Troilus. … Nicholas Trevet is someone and something  

   else. That Trevet should be mentioned in the same breath with Jean de  

   Meun as an influence on Chaucer strikes me as curious, for Trevet‘s  

   scholarly intentions, techniques, and enterprises are fundamentally  

   different from the poetic intentions, techniques, and enterprises of Jean de  

   Meun and Geoffrey Chaucer.
26

  

Fleming is primarily interested in discussing Chaucer‘s poetic masterpiece Troilus and 

Criseyde, a work which undoubtedly was written with ―intentions, techniques, and 

enterprises‖ that differ from those of Trevet‘s commentary. But the dramatic phrasing of 

his statement obscures the most sustained connection between Chaucer and Trevet: 

Chaucer‘s Boece, a text with intentions, techniques, and enterprises entirely uninterested 

in poetic aesthetics. Copeland‘s reading of the Boece as a nascent form of English 

language literary criticism here functions to contradict Fleming‘s assertion that Chaucer 

would be uninterested in Trevet‘s scholarly intentions. Fleming seems unwilling to allow 

Chaucer to be anything other than a poet or to be influenced by works other than 

imaginative literature.
27

 Fleming applauds the work of Minnis even as he casts him as 

somewhat naïve for associating such a poor philosopher with the great English poet. 
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Fleming goes on to compare Trevet to a ―cultural entrepreneur,‖ a dealer in raw 

materials, and a ―miner,‖ whereas the vernacular poets (Jean and Chaucer) were ―lapidary 

artists.‖
28

 Fleming‘s characterization of the differences between Trevet‘s commentative 

project and the poetic projects of Jean and Chaucer is not entirely inaccurate. Trevet was 

not a poet, but he was a metricist, a historian, and thoughtful recorder of culture. Fleming 

seems to suggest that Chaucer could not possibly be interested in Trevet‘s non-poetic 

pursuits simply because many modern scholars are not interested in Trevet.  

  Fleming‘s tone turns from humorous to scathing when he takes up the topic of 

Trevet‘s entertainment value. 

   The unwavering dullness of Nicholas Trevet would be difficult to convey   

   to anyone who has not experienced firsthand the aridity of his plodding  

   pages. Trevet‘s great student and editor, Ezio Franceschini, perhaps  

   underestimates the matter when he describes Trevet‘s scholarly  

   achievement as one of ‗imperturbable monotony.‘ That is what Trevet‘s  

   friends say about him.
29

 Emphasis original 

 For Fleming, to read Trevet is like taking a bitter medicine, ―a good if joyless thing‖ 

necessary for understanding the influence of Seneca on Chaucer, but we should not 

assume that Chaucer read Trevet‘s work with any joy or for any purpose other than to 

gain a secondary access to Classical authors:  

   That such a writer should be taken to exemplify the cutting edge of literary  

   sophistication in the world of Chaucer‘s youth I find a most dubious  

   procedure. Even if he [Trevet] did have the representative value that  

   Minnis wishes to assign to him, his claims on our reading of the great  
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   imaginative writers Jean de Meun and Geoffrey Chaucer would remain  

   incidental at best.
30

 

 I have quoted from Fleming at length to exemplify what I believe is a common, if often 

unspoken, attitude of many Chaucerians towards Trevet specifically and scholasticism 

generally. Even though we know that Chaucer read Trevet‘s Consolation commentary 

and extensively used it to aid his Boece translation; even if we know that Chaucer turned 

to Trevet‘s Les Cronicles as a source for the Man of Law‟s Tale; even if we can 

reasonably suspect that Chaucer read other commentaries by Trevet (e.g. the commentary 

on Seneca‘s Tragedies), we must never imagine that Chaucer enjoyed this reading. While 

countless critical accounts discuss Chaucer‘s relation to his literary sources— Boccaccio, 

Ovid, and Dante—scholastic commentators such as Trevet remain overlooked.  

 Pierre Courcelle‘s similarly condemnatory comments regarding Trevet were to 

have a lasting impact on the modern reception of Trevet‘s work. Courcelle denounced 

Trevet as a contemptuous plagiarizer of William of Conches, whose commentary Trevet 

updated with Aristotelian ideas not available when William was writing. Courcelle 

accuses Trevet of disrespecting William for his Platonism and claims that Trevet‘s 

disdain for the man he dubs only ―the commentator‖ shows his refusal to acknowledge 

his scholarly debts to William‘s commentary.
31

 Perhaps to show what becomes of those 

who claim the work of others as their own, Courcelle also notes that Trevet himself 

would later be plagiarized by Renaut de Louhans. Indeed, Courcelle seems to have had 

something of a bug for sniffing out plagiarism, his finger-pointing extends even to 

Boethius on whom he muses, in Late Latin Writers and Their Greek Sources, ―[p]robably 

Boethius‘s commentary on the Categories was a plagiarism, as Bidez has well shown, of 
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Porphyry‘s corresponding commentary, but Ammonius‘s influence was no less 

evident.‖
32 

Only a few pages later, Courcelle imagines a veritable orgy of plagiarism, a 

―common source Ammonius and Boethius could each have plagiarized word for word.‖
33

 

Courcelle never directly accuses Chaucer of plagiarizing Trevet‘s commentary, although 

he does note that ―the illustrious Chaucer made use of‖ (et qu‟utilise l‟illustre Chaucer) 

Trevet.
34

 This tempered observation of ―utilization‖ is declared in a leading tone that is 

infected by Courcelle‘s more strident denunciations of plagiarism on either side. Even 

though Courcelle‘s characterization of the rampant ―plagiarism‖ and disrespect Trevet 

supposedly showed to his predecessors has been challenged by Minnis among others, 

here we can see the possible consequences of associating Chaucer with Trevet; the ―well 

of English undefiled‖ might become just another plagiarizer and shabby pedagogue.  

  Even scholars who study scholastic commentaries often portray the Schoolmen as 

arid and bombastic. If commentaries, they seem to say, are worth studying today—and if 

the modern literary scholar can stand to read them—he or she must always be aware of 

the ridiculousness of these attempts at scholarship. There is something uncanny lurking in 

the denigration of scholastics as ―shabby pedagogues‖ who we judge across time. In these 

criticisms of scholasticism we perhaps repeat our own fears at the status of medieval 

studies in the academy. Moreover, as Quain noted above, there is a certain enjoyment or 

―delight‖ legible in many of these critiques. Courcelle upbraids Trevet for disrespecting 

his commentative forerunner William of Conches, but Courcelle‘s attitude towards 

Trevet, in many ways his own scholarly predecessor in the study of Boethius, takes on a 

tone similar to the one he condemns in Trevet. Fleming castigates Trevet‘s scholarship as 

a boring work no poet could possibly enjoy, and yet it is difficult to imagine many 



17 
 

modern poets taking up the work of contemporary scholars to understand Ovid or 

Chaucer, let alone to aid in the composition of their verse. In denigrating the scholastics 

as unaware and insular, we risk infecting the status of our own engagements and concerns 

and we reject, rather than embrace, the origins of modern literary study and the modern 

university. Across time we huff at the shabby pedagogues like Trevet who, upon closer 

inspection, reveal themselves as nothing other than our professional forefathers, the giant 

shoulders on which our own dwarfish feet are placed; the physiognomy of our class is 

thus better known to us than our own.   

  I hope by identifying the specter of the ―shabby pedagogue‖ that lurks over 

medievalists and the medieval Schoolmen they study (or ignore), that we can 

acknowledge our debts and similarities to the past. By criticizing the transferential 

relationships medieval Schoolmen had with their texts as ridiculous, that is, their desire to 

see their own times or their own excitement about Aristotle reflected in the texts they 

read, we misrecognize that our own relationship to the past is just as transferential. I take 

as a point of departure Louise Fradenburg‘s call to examine how enjoyment plays a role 

in the study of medieval literature, including the enjoyment of ascesis often entailed in 

the rigor necessary for studying the medieval period. She argues that medievalists have 

too often rejected the pleasure they take in their studies in hopes that such a rejection will 

allow them greater access to historical truth: ―the tendency to identify with historical 

figures and to work on historical projects fueled by such identifications is regarded with 

concern in most contemporary historicist circles. The pleasure delivered by identification 

is suspected of inattention to the otherness of the past.‖
35

 If the positive identification 

with Chaucer as a poetic genius and the enjoyment of his work is the starting point for 
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much scholarly production, there seems to have been a similar de-identification with 

medieval Schoolmen, particularly authors such as Trevet; we feel disdain and hatred, 

rather than love, for our professional forerunners, and we are embarrassed that Chaucer 

has sought to emulate them. Nonetheless, pleasure emerges again in the very rejection of 

the scholastics as shabby-pedagogues, who become the targets of ridicule that sounds 

remarkably similar to modern charges laid against literature departments.
36

  

  Characterizations of Trevet as plodding, boring, or pedantic belie the immense 

contemporary popularity of his commentary. Nicholas of Prato, for example, claimed to 

have ―been allured by the fragrance of this text [the Consolation commentary]‖ (Huius 

rei odore sumus allecti) to such a degree that he requested Trevet write a commentary on 

Seneca‘s Tragedies.
37

 Trevet‘s friends, it seems, have many positive things to say about 

him. Trevet‘s popularity suggests that his commentary filled a variety of different and 

important textual needs. Interestingly, the Consolation commentary was particularly well 

received in Italy during the Trecento when humanism was supposedly bursting into 

bloom and illuminating the darkness of medieval scholastic practices. Robert Black, in 

his study of medieval and Renaissance Italian education, dubs Boethius ―the most 

popular school author in later medieval and Renaissance Italy‖ and confirms that the high 

scholasticism of Trevet‘s work did not detract from its popularity in Italy either.
38

 Black 

notes that Trevet‘s commentary had many unique features that the humanists found 

extremely appealing, such as detailed discussions of Boethius‘s metrics. He concedes, 

however, that ―it might seem ironic that the main inspiration for this analysis of 

Boethius‘s verses in the age of humanism was the scholastic commentary par excellance 

by Nicholas Trevet.‖
39
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  Here we see only one source of Trevet‘s popularity among his contemporaries as 

well as why that popularity was so long-lasting. This example suggests that Trevet‘s 

commentary served a deeply needed purpose for academics and students. Moreover we 

can imagine that these same attractions also allured Chaucer, Robert Henryson, John 

Walton, and the other poets who read and cited Trevet. Much modern scholarship on 

Trevet either warns readers that Trevet is boring and a shabby pedagogue or, contrarily, 

fights to overturn the belief that Trevet‘s work is tedious. My dissertation also begins 

with this dilemma, but I seek to move past these debates to deeper discussions of why 

Trevet was valued in his time and context, and in particular why he was valued by 

Chaucer.  

Chapter Descriptions 

  In Chapter One, ―The Ladder and the Wheel: Perspective and Gender in the 

Consolation of Philosophy,‖ I analyze the Consolation‘s interest in how the situatedness 

of each individual affects the perception of supposedly universal truths. Most critics of 

the Consolation have styled themselves as the properly elite, philosophical readers Lady 

Philosophia demands for her consolation. These philosophical readers are able to 

transcend their earthly and bodily vision by means of their rational minds and 

Philosophia‘s arguments. What I am trying to do in this chapter is first to examine the 

way the Consolation, or rather Philosophia, sets up a demand for a certain type of reader, 

a masculine, properly philosophical reader opposed to hoi polloi who are unable to 

control their desires or to leave behind temporal goods. I examine what the text looks like 

if you come at it from a perspective of one who is unable or unwilling to accept her 

"philosophical perspective." My reading, then, begins from the perspective of those for 
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whom these philosophical consolations are barred: women, the uneducated, and those 

unable or unwilling to train their eyes away from the physical world. Emphasizing the 

literal level of the text rejected by Philosophia, I show that the Consolation is obsessed 

with controlling its own reception and suppressing the multiplicity of readings that 

emerge from its highly figurative philosophical language. The rich interpretive 

possibilities of the Consolation as a poetic and imaginative philosophical work allowed 

commentators, such as Trevet, to use the text as a means to discuss the philosophical 

ideas of their moment. In this first chapter I explore the Consolation‘s own suppression 

of variant readings and suggestive language.   

  In Chapter Two, ―Presenting Boethius: Nicholas Trevet and Chaucer‘s Boece,‖ I 

examine the presentation of Boethius‘s Consolation in two historical contexts. First, I 

look at the early fourteenth-century commentary on the Consolation by Nicholas Trevet, 

who reinterpreted Boethius in alignment with the new Aristotelian learning. Second, I 

read Chaucer‘s translation of the Consolation which utilized commentaries such as 

Trevet‘s to produce the Boece, an English language text with aspirations to scholarly 

comment. I begin by tracing critical accounts of Chaucer‘s Boece and its debts to source 

texts, particularly Trevet. This Chapter goes on to situate Trevet‘s reading of Boethius in 

the agendas of Oxford Dominicans who sought to raise the fortunes of the philosophies of 

Thomas Aquinas after their downturn following the condemnations of 1277 and 1286 at 

Paris and Oxford. I examine the historical character of Trevet‘s commentary and discuss 

passages in which Thomas‘s influence is most visible, particularly focusing on Trevet‘s 

defense of the unicity of form in his comments on human metamorphosis into animals. 

The unicity of form taught that the soul is the form of the human body and thus that the 
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body and soul form an intimately connected amalgam. These passages illuminate 

Trevet‘s commitment to the interconnection between the human body and its animating 

soul.  

  Chapter Three, ―Remenants of Things Past: Memory in the Knight‟s Tale,‖ traces 

the movement of Trevet‘s Boethianism into Chaucer‘s poetry, arguing that the first tale of 

the Canterbury pilgrimage acts as an expiation of the traumas of historical memory. I take 

as my theme the Knight‘s characterization of his Tale as a remenant, a leftover remainder 

of the past that continues to survive in the present. I show that Trevet significantly alters 

Boethius‘s presentation of the function of memory as Platonic ―Recollection.‖ Trevet 

offers instead an Aristotelian account of memory formation, which argues that sensation 

and sensual experience are necessary for mental content. Using the Thomist-Aristotelian 

understanding of memory as a gallery of mental images internalized through personal 

experience, I contend that the Knight‘s anxious, interjecting narrative voice focuses 

attention on himself and his own memories marked by the traumatic experiences of war, 

which become the material of his tale. Further corroborating this reading, I propose that 

the Tale is a literary dramatization of the medieval arts of memory, witnessed in the 

architectural structures and the imagistic, ekphrastic descriptions of death and trauma 

littered throughout the Tale.  

  If the Knight‟s Tale examines the memorial deposit of the past as a haunting force 

in the present, then Chapter Four, ―‗Future tyme‘ and the Secret Subject in Troilus and 

Criseyde,‖ concerns itself with the unknowable future. I examine the Troilus as 

Chaucer‘s meditation on the secret and hidden nature shared by futurity and interior 

subjectivity of each individual. The Boece is the first text in English to use the term 
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―future,‖ a word that Chaucer redeploys in the Troilus. Despite the many technologies of 

foresight utilized in the text (divination, promises, etc.), human perception of the to-come 

always falls short. Only the sight of ―the eyen of the juge that seeth and demeth alle 

thinges‖ (Boece 5P6.309-10) can penetrate both the deepest desires and hidden secrets of 

the interiority of the soul and the unknown happenings of time yet to come. In particular, 

my reading concentrates on the end of the poem and Troilus‘s backward glance to earth, 

which is often read both as an indicatively Boethian moment and a rubric by which 

readers are meant retroactively to interpret the entirety of what has come before.  

  Contextualizing Chaucer‘s reading of Boethius in Trevet‘s unusual, but highly 

Thomist, explanation of disembodied souls and their ability to perceive allows for a new 

reading, not only of Troilus‘s famously scornful laugh, but also of the many scenes of 

imagined futures and emphasized interiority in the Troilus. I thus show that the Knight‟s 

Tale and the Troilus can be read as two sides of a poetic diptych exploring how humans 

negotiate their relation to the past and the future. Contextualizing Chaucer‘s 

philosophical poetry in the commentary of Nicholas Trevet allows us posit a new 

Boethianism, one committed to a dignified exploration of the earthly realm and its 

science and history.  
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Chapter One 

The Ladder and the Wheel: Perspective and Gender in the  

Consolation of Philosophy 

 

 In the Broadway hit Guys and Dolls, the gangster Sky Masterson croons a tuneful 

plea devoted to the fickleness of chance. ―Luck let a gentleman see / Just how nice a 

dame you can be / I know the way you‘ve treated other guys you‘ve been with / Luck be 

a lady with me.‖ This song, ―Luck be a Lady,‖ invokes for its twentieth-century audience 

a trait common to personifications of chance: Lady Luck is a bit of a whore. The 

allegorization of contingency as a woman of little constancy has a long history, but no 

representation of contingency was as popular in the Middle Ages as Fortuna.
1
 Boethius‘s 

Consolation of Philosophy introduced Fortuna to the Christian West, figuring her as a 

flirt who casts promiscuous glances indiscriminately at pauper and prince alike, and who 

bestows her favors as lightly as she retracts them with the spin of her wheel. Although 

Boethius personifies Fortuna only briefly in the first two books of the Consolation, her 

figuration as a strumpet has endured. The peculiarities of the image‘s resonance multiply 

upon closer inspection, however, since Fortuna herself actually never appears in the text; 

rather, she is bodied forth in a sort of prosopopoetic drag by modest Philosophia. The 

placement of Fortuna‘s ―own words‖ (fortunae ipsius verbis) in the chaste mouth of 

Philosophia marks a significant moment in the figuration of the Consolation‘s feminine 

personifications, for it highlights shared femininity as a point of contact and elision 

between the stable Queen of all virtues (omnium magistra virtutum) and the game-

playing harlot (2.P2.1; 1.P3.7).
2
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  Moments such as this support recent critical evaluations of the Consolation as a 

text at odds with itself; indeed, the question of how to read the apparent contradictions in 

the work has become the central question of Boethius criticism. Whereas F. Anne Payne 

once suggested an ironic reading of the Consolation based on genre, Mark Miller‘s 

probing Philosophical Chaucer finds an agentive antinomy between the text‘s drive for 

the historical particularities of subjectivity and the desire for a distancing, reflective 

transcendence. But these are not the only ambivalences in the text. Joel Relihan argues 

that Philosophia‘s enticements to suicide figure her as a harbinger of death in opposition 

to Boethius‘s Christianity.
3
 Finding Relihan too extreme, John Marenbon in Boethius 

concentrates instead on the relative strength of Philosophia‘s individual arguments while 

highlighting the limitations of the argument as a whole. Most recently, Catherine Léglu 

has argued that a successful consolation is never demonstrated, but is instead plagued by 

the inadequacies of earthly language to guide the Prisoner to a transcendent truth.  

  Readings such as these uncover varying perspectives at work within the 

Consolation. Whether one reads with or against the grain of the text frequently depends 

on whether one prioritizes its literal or figurative level; that is, how one reads the 

Consolation depends on what the reader chooses to see. Philosophia herself addresses the 

importance of perspective and perception in Book 5: ―everything which is known is 

grasped not according to its own power but rather according to the capability of those 

who know it‖ (5P4.75-77).
4
 Here and elsewhere the Consolation reveals a preoccupation 

with how it could be read and with the structures that affect readers‘ perceptions. This 

chapter concentrates on the structures of desire at work in the Consolation, arguing that 

they shape both the Prisoner‘s perspective and the reader who is encouraged to identify 
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with him. In particular, I contend that the gendered language Philosophia uses to 

construct rigid philosophical categories of desire ultimately undoes those firm binaries as 

the metaphorical operations of figurative language seep into her logic.
5
  

  Philosophia‘s consolation seeks to resituate the Prisoner‘s desire onto what should 

be its proper object, the appropriately masculine patria of the Father God, and away from 

earthly fame, wealth, glory, and power—fortuna as they are termed in Book 3—which 

are personified as the sexualized goddess Fortuna who dispenses them. At the opening of 

the Consolation, Philosophia identifies the Prisoner‘s unhealthy attitude towards his 

misfortune in part by the company he keeps. Philosophia expels those ―theatrical tarts‖ 

(scenicas meretriculas), the Muses of Poetry, who dictate emotional elegies to him at his 

bedside. She also chides them:  

   If your enticements were distracting merely an unlettered man, as they  

   usually do, I should not take it so seriously—after all, it would do no harm  

   to us in our task—but to distract this man, reared on a diet of Eleatic and  

   Academic thought! Get out, you Sirens, beguiling men straight to their  

   destruction!
 6

 (1P1.35-41) 

This episode clarifies several points that are important to my argument: first, Philosophia 

identifies the Prisoner‘s sickness through his improper relation to language (he is 

lugubriously taking down dictation rather than actively composing), second, this problem 

with language is figured as an improper sexual enticement by the feminine. By critiquing 

the Prisoner‘s language, Philosophia is able to identify his distorted desire: ―how remote 

was that banishment I should not have known if your speech had not told me‖ (1P5.4-6; 

emphasis added).
7
 She then seeks to heal this distortion by substituting her own 
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arguments: first with the ―sweet persuasive rhetoric‖ (Rhetoricae suadela dulcedinis) of 

her poems, followed by  the ―sharper, stronger physic‖ (acrioris vim medicaminis) of 

logical prose. Lastly, in this scene Philosophia is explicit concerning the rarity and 

exceptionalism of the educated, philosophical men—and I use the male gender 

deliberately—for whom her words are intended.
8
  

 Taking this episode as a cue, my reading attempts to inhabit the perspective of 

readers for whom the philosophical promises of the Consolation are barred: women, the 

uneducated, and those unwilling or unable to train their eyes away from the physical 

world. By retaining a more ―worldly‖ perspective, we can witness how Philosophia‘s 

own figurative, gendered language undermines the theoretical arguments she erects. If 

Philosophia represents a certain sort of relationship to language, one that directs desire 

towards firm logic, then as Daniel Heller-Roazen has pointed out, Fortuna emerges as 

―the very accidentality, indeterminacy, and indefinition – the contingency – of poetic 

language as such.‖
9
 That is, Fortuna is a figure of substitution and excess beyond both the 

ordered structures of Philosophia‘s language and her vision of controlled desire.  

  Moreover, in the Consolation Fortuna is an emblematic figure for the earthly 

femininity that Philosophia rejects and denigrates.  Philosophia‘s hierarchical and ordered 

ladder (scalarum modus gradus) is set in antithesis to the curving wheel of Fortuna. This 

perspectival split between the ladder and the wheel is the fundamental metaphor for the 

Consolation‘s project. Whereas Philosophia‘s ladder is an image of progress, a chain of 

philosophical arguments leading from lack to fullness, the ever-circling and recursive 

turn of Fortuna‘s wheel bends Philosophia‘s signifying chain into a ring and exposes, I 

would suggest, the substitutability inherent to its linguistic structure. Despite 
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Philosophia‘s counsel to the Prisoner to abandon the pleasures of Fortuna in favor of the 

promise of the infinitely greater pleasures of the immaterial divine mind, the 

Consolation—including Philosophia—is never quite able to get rid of her. Fortuna‘s 

metonymic properties have a destabilizing and uncanny influence, I argue, as she 

reappears in altered guises, most dramatically in the text‘s final image of the divine 

mind‘s spinning circles, a heavenly wheel that ostensibly displaces Fortuna‘s earthly 

rota.
10

 As we will see, the differences between Philosophia‘s ladder, Fortuna‘s wheel, 

and the ―wonderful circle of simplicity of God‖ (mirabilem quendam divinae simplicitatis 

orbem) are, in many ways, only a matter of perspective. 

 The Consolation‘s narrative of desire requires that the baser pleasures of Fortuna 

be abandoned in order to climb Philosophia‘s ladder to the perfect summum bonum of 

God and the patria. This construction shares much in common with the formulation used 

by Jacques Lacan in introducing his graph of desire: ―jouissance has to be refused in 

order to be attained on the inverse scale (l‟échelle renversée) of the Law of desire.‖
11

 

Lacan‘s graph can help us theorize the ascent that Philosophia offers to the Prisoner, as 

well as the gendered language of her argument. Erin Felicia Labbie‘s distinction between 

the application of psychoanalysis as a tool versus the implication possible through 

juxtaposing psychoanalysis and literature as a means to illuminate one another is 

important to my study, which seeks to broach the common structures undergirding Lacan 

and Boethius.
12

 A shared literary background shapes the images that both Boethius and 

Lacan offer as structures of desire, the philosophical ladder and the ‗inverted ladder‘ 

(l‟échelle renversée) of the Law of desire. These ladders harken back to another 

philosophical Lady who liked to play around with gender, Plato‘s Diotima, who imagined 
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pregnant male philosophers ascending her philosophical ladder to a perfect union with the 

object of their homoerotic desire. To this end, David Halperin‘s reading of Diotima as a 

figure who simultaneously constructs and collapses female difference will help us to 

clarify Philosophia‘s ambiguous relationship to the misogynist language she deploys, 

while exposing the paradox of this impulse in which female difference functions ―as part 

of a larger figurative project whose aim is to represent the institutional and psychological 

conditions for the proper practice of (male) philosophy.‖
13

 Philosophia‘s figuration shares 

much with Diotima, particularly in the textual effects their arguments produce, effects 

which have caused the gendering of Philosophia‘s project to be under-recognized in 

Consolation criticism. By refusing to read the Consolation in the terms Philosophia 

demands, and instead approaching her arguments from the perspective she explicitly 

rejects, my reading follows a psychoanalytic methodology that seeks to uncover 

unconscious content at the site of disavowal.
14

 

 

 Gender and the Ladder  

   Written during Boethius‘s imprisonment preceding his execution around 524, the 

Consolation comforts those suffering ill fortune by guiding them away from subservience 

to Fortuna, and back to the ―Father of all things‖ (rerum omnium patrem), an author 

(auctoremque) God who lacks nothing. The strongly gendered language of the text can be 

read through the dialogue between ―nurse‖ (nutrix) Philosophia and the Prisoner narrator. 

Philosophia‘s promise to return the Prisoner to the patria, man‘s ―proper origin‖ 

(proprium ortum), begins her argument on a gendered note. S. J. Tester translates patria 

as ―homeland,‖ but a more literal translation would be ―fatherland,‖ a term appropriate to 
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the gendered figures of the Consolation.
15

 To regain this patria, the Prisoner uses his 

reason, personified by Philosophia, to rise above the physical world. In his misfortunes, 

he has lost his ability to perceive the rise and fall of fortune from a reasoned 

philosophical distance. Philosophia seeks to teach the Prisoner that, while earthly goods 

are subject to Fortuna‘s whims, the ―greatest good‖ (summum bonum) cannot be taken 

from him because it exists immaterially in the mind.  

Philosophia‘s argument depends on a series of shifting subtly gendered binaries 

that separate the earth from the heavens, the bestial mob from the philosopher, praxis 

from theory. Philosophia denigrates the first, feminized part of each pair as mutable, 

uncontrolled, and unworthy of the Prisoner‘s desire. Many readers might consider the 

high status of Philosophia, who is figured as a woman, enough to counteract any negative 

feminine images we find in the Consolation. How could the vision of linguistic balms 

springing from Philosophia‘s womanly mouth undercut the feminine? Yet, Philosophia 

downplays her femininity, touting instead the masculine object she encourages the 

Prisoner to seek. In fact, although Philosophia possesses a woman‘s body, the aggressive 

metaphors she deploys to describe the act of philosophizing depict her as an instigator of 

violence against women. She figures the practice of philosophy as a form of gendered 

hostility when she compares her arguments to ―weapons‖ (arma). Continuing this 

metaphor of philosophical battle, she encourages the Prisoner to use these linguistic 

weapons to fight against Fortuna‘s seductive smiles (blandientemque), which he ―used to 

attack … with firm language chas[ing] her with arguments produced from our own 

sanctuary‖ (2P1.13-15).
16

 In Book 1, Philosophia wonders why the Prisoner has thrown 

away the armaments that would have kept him safe from the Muses of Poetry (1P2.5-7), 
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whom she compares to prostitutes (meretriculas). In these examples, Philosophia posits 

feminine sexual allure as the enemy of the philosopher, a dangerous foe that can be 

battled with the discursive violence of masculine, logical language. As we will see, 

Philosophia herself has also been subject to the violence she advocates (1P3.21-27). 

Insofar as Philosophia is a feminine personification, she is not exempt from either 

perpetration of philosophical aggression or victimization by it. She is thus doubly party to 

the degradation of the feminine in the Consolation.  

 This masculine weaponry of firm argumentation is further figured in the straight 

via of Philosophia‘s ladder, a tool set in opposition to the figurative, rhetorically 

―honeyed‖ (melle) language Philosophia discredits as changeable and feminized. The 

ladder emblazoned on Philosophia‘s dress and woven with her own hands (suis manibus 

ipsa textuerat) presents the practice of philosophy as a progressive path of logical 

arguments leading from the concrete to the theoretical: ―On [the robe‘s] lower boarder 

was woven the Greek letter (P), and on the upper,  (Th), and between the two letters 

steps were marked like a ladder, by which one might climb from the lower letter to the 

higher‖ (1P1.18-23).
17

 The Greek letters at the ends of the ladder reach from the low 

rungs of practical philosophy (pi) to the heights of theoretical philosophy (theta), a 

structure that evokes Philosophia‘s preference for abstraction over praxis. This via is 

vertical and erect, but men can be induced to deviate (devios) from it by Fortuna‘s charms 

(blanditiis), or lulled into a drooping stupor by the Muses of Poetry. When Philosophia 

uses figurative language, which she frequently does, her arguments are identified as 

possessing a ―specious sweetness‖ (Speciosa dulcedinis), suited to entertain the Prisoner 

but not to cure him. Indeed, ―once they cease to sound in his ears he is oppressed again 
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by the grief deep in his heart‖ (2P3.8-9).
18

 Philosophia shows her distrust of figurative 

language when she cautions that it ―can only be kept on the right path if it does not 

swerve from our [philosophy‘s] precepts, and if it harmonizes, … with the music native 

to our halls‖ (2P1.22-25).
19

 The image of speech ―swerving‖ from its proper denotation, 

evokes the misdirected wandering used to describe the Prisoner‘s illness as he strays 

(aberrasti) from the patria (1P5.6-7). Although Philosophia constantly uses figurative 

language to advance her arguments, she does so with the caveat that it is a form of 

expression susceptible to vagrancy, which in turn can cause its users to wander. Only ―a 

mind made whole and one by firm reason‖ (mentem firma sibi ratione cohaerentem; 

2P6.25) is free from the enticements of digressive, figurative language.   

  In opposition to the straight via of Philosophia‘s ladder is the circular game of 

continual substitution that Fortuna destructively plays, she is described as perniciosa 

ludentem with her wheel. Boethius‘s portrait of Fortuna depends in large part on his 

Christianized translation of her Roman mythography. For the Romans, Fortuna was the 

goddess of chance and luck, who was also worshipped as a fertility goddess.
20

 She stakes 

a place in the terrestrial realm when she is likened to the natural cycles of the earth: the 

weather, the seasons, the changing sea (2P2.22-27). Beyond her influence over the 

natural world, however, Fortuna also likes to dabble in the lives of men, a game which is 

figured through her spinning wheel of change:  

   So with imperious hand she turns the wheel of change  

   This way and that like the ebb and flow of the tide,  

   And pitiless tramples down those once dread kings,  
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   Raising the lowly face of the conquered— 

   Only to mock him in his turn. 
21

 (2P1.2-4)  

As the distributor of the chance gifts of the physical world, Fortuna‘s greatest gift is the 

gift of bodily birth, and she explicitly styles herself as a surrogate mother to the Prisoner 

(2P2.9-13). Philosophia figures Fortuna as the Prisoner‘s mistress (domina), a word with 

similar sexual connotations in English and Latin. Philosophia chides the Prisoner as he 

struggles against Fortuna‘s control. He cannot, she exclaims, ―lay down rules for her 

whom you have freely chosen as your mistress‖ (2P1.51-53).
22

 Like the seductive Circe 

Philosophia later invokes (4M3), Fortuna transforms men into mute beasts. Describing 

the rule of Fortuna in animalistic language, Philosophia scolds the Prisoner: ―once you 

have submitted your neck to [Fortuna‘s] yoke, you must calmly bear whatever happens to 

you on Fortune‘s own ground‖ (2P1.49-50).
23

 Fortuna‘s followers become like yoked 

animals; bestial, unable to speak, they are thus barred from Philosophia‘s ladder of 

ascent. The view from the ladder insists upon these genderings; from a properly 

philosophical perspective, the Prisoner will be able to see that the materia Fortuna 

distributes is only a distortion of the truly desirable patria of the Father God, a masculine 

creator whose ―noble seed produce[d] all mortals‖ (mortales igitur cunctos edit nobile 

germen; 3M6.6).  

  One of the most pervasive conceits of Philosophia‘s project of philosophical uplift 

is that of perspective shifting, of repositioning the Prisoner‘s line of sight away from the 

material world and turning his face to the heavens. Philosophia establishes the connection 

between the Prisoner‘s upturned sight and a distaste for the material world early on:  

   But now he lies  
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   His mind‘s light languishing,  

   Bowed with these heavy chains about his neck,   

   His eyes cast down beneath the weight of care,  

   Seeing nothing  

   But the dull, solid earth.
24

 (1M2.24-27)  

This oft-repeated metaphor positions the text of the Consolation as an optic for 

philosophers, one that situates their glances away from the earth and towards the 

heavens.
25

 To read the Consolation as a philosopher is to be integrated into the symbolic 

paradigm of Philosophia, head towards the sky, willfully ignoring the material of the text. 

In this way, the text is very much aware of the effects it produces as it strives to disregard 

all changeable, earthly things—including the potentially wayward metaphors Philosophia 

herself uses to frame her arguments. The pervasive association of Fortuna with the earth 

also colors this conceit as a gendered one, aligning materiality with Fortuna and the 

heavens and immateriality with the patria.  

  This gendering is further legible in the variations on the perspective conceit later 

in the text. In Book 5 Philosophia, explaining the workings of providence and divine 

fore-knowledge, makes this succinct statement about human versus divine apprehension:    

    Everything which is known is grasped not according to its own power but  

   rather according to the capability of those who know it. For—that this may  

   become clear by a brief example—the same roundness of a body sight  

   recognizes in one way and touch in another; the former sense remaining at  

   a distance looks at the whole at once by the light of its emitted rays, while  

   the latter, being united and conjoined to the round body, going right round  
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   its circuit, grasps the roundness by parts.
26

 (5P4.75-82)  

Invoking again the metaphor of perspective, Philosophia refers to Aristotle‘s hierarchy of 

senses, which positions sight as the best, most immaterial sense and touch as the lowest. 

By analogy, philosophers are to imagine that God sees perfectly what flesh-bound 

humans can only feel imperfectly as their touch forces them to ―go right round the 

circuit‖ of the object they are handling. Philosophia‘s example of the apprehension of 

roundness (rotunditatem), however, is telling of the larger gendered tropes undergirding 

the language of the Consolation. The language of the conjoined circling of the sensation 

of touch evokes the earlier description of Fortuna‘s wheel (2M1). Further, the comparison 

of the gazing from on high versus enthralled circling also invokes the previous distinction 

Philosophia drew between the men who revolve on Fortune‘s wheel and the philosophers 

who view Fortuna from the heights of Philosophia‘s citadel (vallo muniti; 1P3.48). Such 

echoes of earlier metaphors are pervasive throughout the later books of the Consolation.  

 By adopting the Consolation‘s emphasis on the insights and blindnesses inherent 

in different perspectives, we can examine what observations critics miss if they follow 

Philosophia‘s impulse towards apotheosis—a gifted perspective that she herself readily 

admits is available to only a select few. Successive statements regarding her intended 

readership similarly disqualify ―the uneducated mob‖ (profanae multitudinis) and the 

large, ―leaderless‖ (nullo duce) forces of ―crazed ignorance‖ (lymphante) from 

participation in her consolation (1P3.30, 41, 42). These pointedly stated audience 

restrictions work to construct acquiescence to subsequent arguments in a way similar to 

the production of compliance figured in the fable of the ―Emperor‘s New Clothes.‖ 

Although the Emperor is completely nude, in order to ensure that they are not thought 
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ignoble, his lackeys must pretend they are able to perceive his illusory robes; similarly, if 

one perceives problems with her claims, Philosophia suggests, the problem lies in the 

tainted perspective of the reader who is too worldly, stubborn, or stupid to see the ‗truth,‘ 

and not in the arguments themselves. If Philosophia‘s statements concerning audience are 

dismissive, they are also pointedly aware of the possibility of alternate perspectives and 

resistant readings, even anxiously so. Above, I have set out the text from the perspective 

Philosophia wishes us to see, we can now begin to examine the structural scaffolding 

undergirding this perspective and the provisions it offers.    

  Psychoanalytic methodology provides a means both to discuss the terms in which 

a text asks to be read and to uncover the unspoken or repressed structures hidden beneath 

these demands. Philosophia‘s expulsion of the Muses of Poetry at the opening of the 

Consolation underscores her fear that the Prisoner is trapped in an passive, feminized 

stance to the world figured through his relation to the aestheticized language that 

structures his perception. As we have seen, she rectifies this position with recourse to the 

symbolic world of logic and the patria. This kind of move to interject language as a 

means of dealing with gender trouble has been much discussed by psychoanalysis. Lacan 

places the resolution of fear and confusion regarding one‘s relative femininity or 

masculinity in the subject‘s relation to the symbolic world, a process he calls sexuation. 

According to Lacan, infants are not born as sexed beings; rather, through a mixture of 

social and biological influences they come to identify themselves in either a masculine or 

a feminine relation to the symbolic world and, primarily, to the master signifier of the 

structural power of language, or what Lacan calls the phallus. In Lacanian symbolic 

logic, the structures of sexuation appear as a relation to the phallus, the primary signifier 
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of the symbolic‘s power to shape desire. This relation to the phallus structures the way 

the subject seeks its pleasures and understands itself as lacking or, in Lacanian 

terminology, castrated. The phallus and the penis are not synonymous, but the presence 

of the penis serves as an indicator of its possessor‘s phallic power. Although both the 

masculine and feminine positions are marked by lack, they manifest different 

recuperative strategies in relation to the symbolic. The masculine position imagines itself 

as possessing the phallus while the feminine position imagines itself as being the object 

of desire to be possessed. The question of whether a person accepts a masculine or 

feminine position is always being readdressed as the subject negotiates the world of 

symbols and his/her relation to them. The gendered terms of the Consolation also stress 

one‘s sexed relation to the world, asserting that the philosopher‘s is paradigmatically 

masculine, that is, controlled, immaterial, mind-oriented, and knowledge-seeking. The 

discussions Philosophia facilitates act as a means of achieving a proper relation to the 

ultimate Master—or the signifier of ultimate mastery—the Father God, and can thus be 

read as a drama of proper male sexuation.
27

   

  Recently, Mark Miller has condemned psychoanalytic readings of Boethius for 

what he calls their problematic ―developmental narrative.‖ Such a narrative leads, he 

argues, ―to the renunciation of infantile pleasures and to attempts to recapture them in 

other forms.‖
28

 This trajectory in turn pursues a ―causal analysis,‖ which places 

―sexuality as the inner secret that determines human behavior.‖
29

 He further expresses the 

contention that psychoanalytic theories are universalizing and that they do not tend to 

take into account the ―premodern intellectual and literary traditions in which [Chaucer] is 

steeped.‖
30

 While I find Miller‘s reading engaging on many levels, and am sympathetic to 
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his apprehensions about psychoanalytic terminology, his own readings nonetheless 

consistently make use of this terminology, which he deploys even as he disavows it.
31

 I 

also agree with Miller‘s desire to ground medieval texts in the premodern traditions from 

which they spring. Miller‘s ‗philosophical‘ rejection of the sexual basis of the 

psychoanalytic vocabulary he uses, however, has caused him to overlook the sexualized 

language of Boethius taken in part from an important source text. In fact, the 

developmental ascent away from earthly pleasures which must be recaptured elsewhere 

evokes Diotima‘s vision of the ladder of desire in Plato‘s Symposium. I will return to 

Diotima again shortly, but for now I want to point out that her ladder is an allegorical 

image explicitly committed to sexual desire as a far-reaching metaphor for the pursuit of 

philosophical truths.  

  Moreover, Diotima‘s account of desire resonates in Philosophia‘s consolation and 

in Lacan‘s theory of sexuation, and can help us to understand the structured functions of 

gender in Boethius without positing sexuality as the ―inner secret which determines 

human behavior.‖ To function properly, Philosophia‘s consolation must persuade the 

Prisoner that Fortuna is nothing but a laborer in God‘s cosmic workshop, totally 

subjugated to His plan and control. By substituting Philosophia and her linguistic via for 

Fortuna‘s material wheel, the Consolation dramatizes the power of the word to ward off 

the most frightening parts of animal physicality, gendered and sexualized here as a 

promiscuous femininity. This movement towards identification with the masculine 

symbolic (patria) marks the advent of sexuation, the structuring of desire by the 

symbolic.
32

 The Father‘s prohibition of the types of pleasures represented by the phallic 

mother characterizes the beginning of the subject‘s relation to the signifier and the 
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assumption of a sexed social position. The phallic mother, like the Fortuna of the early 

books of the Consolation, is a self-sufficient monster (prodigii) who both gives and 

threatens to take away. During Philosophia‘s prosopopoeia of Fortuna, to which I will 

return later, the goddess styles herself as an adoptive mother: ―When nature brought you 

out of your mother‘s womb, I accepted you, naked and poor in all respects; I supported 

you‖ (2P2.9-12).
33

 But now, Fortuna concludes that she has over-indulgently spoiled 

(favore prona indulgentius educavi) the Prisoner, and that she must punish him by 

retracting her gifts. As the Prisoner mutely reels from this loss, Philosophia, handmaid to 

the Father, appears to remind him that Fortuna is not a worthy object of desire and that he 

must refocus his aspirations on more suitable philosophical objects.  

  In prohibiting the baser pleasures of the mother, the Father‘s powerful ―No!‖ is 

the foundational linguistic act, and it becomes aligned with the Name of the Father 

through Lacan‘s homology, which elides the Non/No and the Nom/Name of the Father. 

This connection further aligns the prohibition of certain pleasures with a linguistic, law-

giving power of a particularly masculine type. This prohibition is experienced as loss; it 

marks the subject as lacking that which once made him whole, even as that supposed 

wholeness exists only now in the fantasy of a perfectly unified self. The symbolic order 

restricts pleasures, but it is also (paradoxically) by means of the signifier—that is, the 

philosophical arguments Philosophia offers as balms and medicines to soothe the 

Prisoner‘s loss of Fortuna‘s gifts—that the newly formed subject regains access to 

pleasure. Indeed, Philosophia promises the Prisoner possession of the perfect good found 

in the wholeness of the patria only if he rejects the physical pleasures of Fortune/fortuna. 

This experience of loss opens a space for the advent of the symbolically situated ―I‖ of 
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the speaking subject, a space the subject now imagines as formerly filled by a fantastical 

lost object, which previously made the subject whole. This gap traces the absence of 

something that never existed, or existed only retroactively in the subject‘s imagination of 

the past as whole or full. This ―lost‖ object, or what Lacan calls objet a (the little other), 

is placed in opposition to the big Other of the Symbolic Order. By barring him from 

enjoying the worldly pleasures of Fortuna, Philosophia urges the Prisoner to fill the gap 

created by these lost gratifications by seeking comfort in her symbolic logic.     

Philosophia‘s relation to the Father and to the symbolic is figured in the famous 

robe that covers her feminine body. Unlike Fortuna, who ―completely revealed herself‖ to 

the Prisoner, Philosophia‘s body is literally veiled by the garment of logical language.
34

 

In Book 4, the Prisoner describes Philosophia‘s office in grandiose terms, ―to unfurl the 

causes of hidden things and to unfold explanations veiled in mist,‖ using the language of 

veiling and unveiling that is pervasive throughout the Consolation (4P6.1-3).
35

 Unlike 

promiscuous Fortuna, Philosophia chastely resists her unveiling, ―protesting and 

struggling‖ (reclamentem renitentemque) as a group of wayward philosophers attempt to 

rip off her gown (1P3.21-8). The docile, philosophical nursemaid ostentatiously displays 

herself as controlled by the power of the symbolic and its ability to transform lack (her 

female body) into fullness (her status as magistra and guide to the patria). Although in 

Lacan‘s formulation women are considered ―not all‖ under the phallic constraint, they 

can nonetheless ―masquerade‖ as the object of desire, the phallus. In this masquerading 

role, women serve to uphold the symbolic, but such theatrics do not encompass feminine 

sexuation which is never fully subsumed within the phallic law. Lacan, too, speaks in the 

language of veiling and unveiling when he describes this masquerading role:    
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   Such is woman concealed behind her veil: it is the absence of the penis  

   that makes her the phallus, the object of desire. Evoke this absence in a  

   more precise way by having her wear a cute fake one under a fancy dress,  

   and you, or rather she, will have plenty to tell us about….
36

  

This description of feminine masquerade is strikingly fitting for Philosophia; she 

certainly has a lot to say, at times even drowning out the voice of the Prisoner. Insofar as 

Philosophia is a personification of logos and all its connotations, she literally posits 

herself as the phallus, as the signifier of full language. Moreover, she offers herself as a 

means of adopting a masculine relationship to loss; in possessing philosophy/Philosophia, 

the Prisoner possesses a linguistic tool which can bring him into relation with God. 

Philosophia, however, is not untouched by loss, as we will shortly see, and her arguments 

are marked by a certain haunting of the objet a, the spectral remainder that both elicits 

desire in the subject and threatens to annihilate him.  

  As Philosophia bears on her dress a philosophical ladder, so Lacan, too, has a 

ladder of sorts—the graph of desire, which seeks to symbolize not sexuation exactly, but 

rather ―where desire is situated in relation to a subject defined on the basis of his 

articulation by the signifier.‖
37

 Unlike Philosophia‘s ladder, however, which the Prisoner 

must climb, Lacan‘s graph of desire is meant not to indicate development or progress but 

rather to represent the advent of structured desire in the speaking subject, that is, the 

beginning of the subject‘s relation to the signifier. Significantly, Lacan presented this 

graph at a conference of philosophers. The graph, the appearance of which evokes the 

rungs of a ladder, sets out to overturn the self-conscious philosophical subject by 

presenting the structure ―constitutive of the praxis known as psychoanalysis,‖ which 
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Lacan jokes could not be ―immaterial‖ to a ―philosophically sophisticated audience.‖
38

 

Lacan notes in a brief prelude to the published version of his talk that ―the graph 

presented here was constructed for my seminar on unconscious formations. It was 

worked out particularly in relation to the structure of jokes, which I took as my point of 

departure before a surprised audience.‖
39

 The appearance of the graph as a sort of ladder 

plays into these philosophical jokes that run throughout the lecture, culminating in the 

final statement of the text, which follows on the heels of a brief reading of the 

Symposium: ―castration means that jouissance has to be refused in order to be attained on 

the inverse scale (l‟échelle renversée) of the Law of desire. I won‘t go any further 

here.‖
40

 The need to refuse basic bodily pleasures for the purpose of pursuing the abstract 

pleasures promised by the symbolic is an image that evokes the ladder imagined by the 

wisest figure in the Plato‘s Symposium. Playing around with his audience, Lacan uses the 

figure of the inverted ladder (l‟échelle renversée) to implicate one of the foundational 

tropes of Western philosophy in the linguistics structures he has just identified. Refusing 

to speak any further, Lacan falls silent in a move that performs the ultimate failure of 

language to consummate the fulfillment it promises on the inverted ladder.  

The image of the ladder in Lacan and Boethius thus hearkens back to another 

philosophical lady who played around with gender. In the Symposium, Diotima instructs 

Socrates on the definition of love by arguing that all earthly love should be used ―only as 

steps‖ on the way to love of the form of beauty in itself. Diotima‘s method of structuring 

desire has long been known as ―Diotima‘s ladder‖ or the ―ladder of love‖ (scala amoris). 

Her method of reaching the good imagines a masculine, philosophical desire to beget 

from the soul rather than the body. She imagines philosophers as pregnant men, their 
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conversations ―bring[ing] forth [the] long-felt conception‖ of the ―deathless‖ children of 

the mind.
41

 These men ascend from the love of beautiful (male) bodies to the love of 

beauty itself, an ascension from the physical to the abstract. Diotima‘s image of 

homoerotic love as the basis for philosophical ascension cedes the earthly creative 

powers of women to a masculine project that explicitly rejects and denigrates the 

embodiment necessary for that womanly capacity. This project of abstraction is presented 

by a woman who, although empowered as an instructress, is barred from the homoerotic 

dialectic. David Halperin‘s influential reading of Diotima ultimately finds her to be ―not 

so much a woman as a ‗woman,‘ a necessary female absence occupied by a male 

signifier,‖ and ―not a person but a mask, a feminine costume designed from the start to be 

worn by men.‖
42

   

  Philosophia similarly reproduces this absent femininity by masquerading as a 

woman controlled and made modest by the veil of philosophical language in opposition 

to the frightening, chaotic femininity of Fortuna. At the end of the Consolation, 

Philosophia further writes out feminine difference by shifting her argument from the 

construction of binaries to a male identity that collapses the possibility of difference into 

nothing but the One that ―man‘s perversity splits up‖ (pravitas humana dispertit; 3P9.46). 

These contradictory impulses create tension in Philosophia‘s argument as she attempts 

both to affirm the philosopher‘s difference from the earthly, the feminine, and the mob 

and to deny the possibility of separation from the One, which indistinguishably 

compresses together all diversity. Like Diotima, Philosophia does not focus desire on 

herself, but rather points the way to a masculine object; she plays the part of the hinge 

enacting a union between the philosopher and his masculine origin, a creative force 
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which both rejects and co-opts the feminine.
43

 Philosophia‘s ladder, however, elides the 

instructress with the throw-away instrument she describes, reminding philosophers that 

she should be used only as a means by which to gain the object of desire. Eventually she 

must be kicked away in order for the philosopher to soar towards his union with the 

divine mind. The ladder, the figurative emblem of Philosophia‘s power, thus marks her as 

a fleeting helpmeet with a planned obsolescence, and as much a bearer of mutability as 

Fortuna is.   

 

Inverting the Ladder   

  Having examined the ways gendered language undergirds Philosophia‘s 

consolation, we can now adopt a different perspective to read how Philosophia‘s binaries 

collapse in around themselves. In the latter half of the Consolation, Philosophia‘s 

arguments become increasingly abstract, but her language remains haunted by the earthly 

metaphors with which she began her discussion. One example of the shift towards 

abstraction is the disappearance of the seductive goddess Fortuna from the text between 

Books 2 and 3. She is replaced with the concept of fortuna, a homonym which denotes 

only lifeless, material goods.
44

 This disavowal of Fortuna—enacted by a shift in symbolic 

meaning but not in the material signifier—exemplifies the Consolation‘s strategy of 

gendered, philosophico-linguistic containment, which seeks to cover over traumatic 

instability with a symbolic veil. The uncanny homonym (fortuna), however, is not 

without uneasy connotations for philosophers. Augustine, who like Boethius was 

dismissive of the goddess, expressed his own distaste for the hydra-like habit Fortuna has 

of springing up in common Latin words. Quoting the Retractions, Jerold C. Frakes notes 
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that ―[i]deally, Augustine would like to eliminate the word [fortuna] from his vocabulary 

altogether, since its connotations are not to his liking: ‗non mihi placet totien me 

appellasse Fortunam‘‖ [It is not pleasing to me that so often I have said Fortuna].
45

 

Augustine then lists a number of words derived from fortuna that he would also like to 

avoid (forte, fortasse, fortisan), precisely because they evoke the fickle goddess. This 

desire to erase even the connotative traces of Fortuna from his speech indicates a deep-

seated anxiety about Fortuna‘s relation to language and her ability to unmake the 

meanings he intends to assert.  

  This same anxiety over Fortuna‘s linguistic effects replays itself in modern 

critical debates on Boethius. For example, the uncanny reappearance of Fortuna is the 

subject of John C. Magee‘s response to Howard R. Patch, who scolds Boethius for his 

apparently inappropriate use of fortunesque (in Book 5) rather that fatum. Magee quotes 

Patch‘s reproachful comment, ―Boethius himself has not been careful to distinguish 

between the works of Fate and those of Fortune‖ and then responds with the assurance 

that ―Patch need not have been concerned about the ‗confusion‘ of Fate and Fortune,‖ 

because Philosophia has already argued that Fortuna is only a misperception of the causal 

chain of God‘s providence, a perspectival effect of limited earthly perception.
46

 Such 

anxieties over lexical slips suggests that these authors are somewhat unsure about the 

reliability of the philosophical perspective. Stripped of animacy but denoted with an 

identical sign, Fortuna the woman threatens in the latter books of the Consolation to 

return to life in the form of her uncanny, homonymous double, fortuna. 

  What does the Consolation look like if we do not climb Philosophia‘s ladder and 

refuse to leave behind the practical, the bodily, and the figurative? Philosophia herself 
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provides the most striking example of what this shift in perspective exposes. The stately 

image that opens the Consolation of Philosophia holding a scepter and books, symbols of 

dominion and learning, might appear to be a vision of empowered female dignity, but 

Philosophia‘s subsequent arguments undercut the positive connotations of these objects 

of earthly command, exposing them as empty tokens of power subject to the whims of 

Fortuna. According to Philosophia, the kingly scepter she hold in her left hand is more 

often brandished ―by cruel tyrants raging with no real power‖ than by a worthy monarch 

(1M4.11-12). Philosophia‘s later metra have nothing kinder to say about ―lofty kings,‖ 

whom she imagines to be bound by chains underneath their splendid robes, their minds 

full of anger, lust, and sorrow (4M2). The little books she holds are no less ambiguous; 

she repeatedly notes the inadequacy of human language to approximate truth and 

condemns man‘s desire to live on in books as a protraction of the moment of ―the second 

death‖ (mors secunda), when individual fame is forgotten to history (2M7).
47

  

  Philosophia‘s skeptical comments on the ephemeral nature of human memorial 

technologies are underscored by her own appearance as one much forgotten by the world. 

Her dress was made of very fine, imperishable thread, delicate 

workmanship: She herself wove it, as I learned later, for she told me. Its 

form was shrouded by a kind of darkness of forgotten years, like a smoke-

blackened family statue in the atrium. On its lower boarder was woven the 

Greek letter (P), and on the upper,  (Th), and between the two letters 

steps were marked like a ladder, by which one might climb from the lower 

letter to the higher. But violent hands had ripped this dress and torn away 

what bits they could.
48 

(1P1.3-25)  
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The appearance of Philosophia‘s dress is marked by contradictions; fine and 

imperishable, it is also blackened by soot, ripped, and forgotten—a set of opposed 

descriptors that evoke Fortuna‘s paradoxical qualities. The theta at the peak of 

Philosophia‘s argumentative ladder, however, is as suggestive and vagrant in its 

denotation as the wandering poetry she dismissed earlier. The theta on Philosophia‘s 

dress, Henry Chadwick has argued, points to the immortality philosophers seek in their 

journey up the ladder. But it also points thereby to death, since prisoners awaiting 

execution in the sixth century, as Boethius himself, would have worn a theta (for 

thanatos) on their clothing to mark their condemned status.
49 

The theta thus also evokes 

one of the foundational problems of language for Boethius, that of homonyms. Like the 

other homonym important to the Consolation, Fortuna/fortuna, Philosophia‘s theta points 

uncannily in two directions (the animate and the inanimate, the living and the dead), and 

to the space between the firm binaries Philosophia constructs. Even the single grapheme 

‗theta,‘ which represents the ultimate goal of philosophers, is marked by ambivalence; for 

it encompasses the contradictions of the philosophical project that reaches for life—that 

is, the promise of transcendence in the immortality of the mind—by practicing death, the 

most profound and final physical loss. If the theta at the top of the philosophical ladder 

stands for thanatos, then we can read the progressive via as a road that draws the Prisoner 

ever closer to the philosophical suicide which Philosophia proudly frames as the ―prize of 

an unjust death‖ (iniustae victoriam mortis). This death was ―won‖ by Philosophia‘s star 

pupils, Socrates and Seneca (1P3), but such self-inflicted violence is problematic for 

Boethius who, as a Christian, would have to condemn it.  

  Most significantly, we learn that Philosophia herself has suffered through the 
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violence she advocates against other feminine personifications, as witnessed by the rents 

in her garments. That the practice of philosophy lends itself to a particularly male form of 

discursive violence is vividly portrayed when Philosophia recounts her own attempted 

rape (raptum) by her supposed followers, the Epicureans and the Stoics, who tore at her 

dress ―thinking they possessed all of me‖ (1P3.26-27).
50

 The image of Philosophia 

―protesting and struggling‖ (reclamentem renitentemque) against the ―violent hands‖ 

(violentorum manus) of those who mistake her for ―part of the booty‖ (in partem 

praedae), highlights her feminine body as a site of vulnerability and weakness. Andrea 

Denny-Brown‘s groundbreaking article, ―Why Philosophy Matters,‖ insists that 

Philosophia‘s ―sartorial symbolism [her robe torn in the attempted rape] manifests her 

profound and wrenching loss: not only loss of philosophical wisdom and reputation, but 

also loss of the very purity for which she is so famous‖—a loss which ―ultimately 

unsettles the allegorical project itself.‖
51

 The utilization of Philosophia‘s own weapons 

against herself acts as one of the first indications that her arguments may also be full of 

holes. Philosophia‘s dress, allegorically whole but materially torn, exemplifies well the 

problem of aligning the Consolation‘s figurative language with its abstract meaning. 

Philosophia, insofar as she is seen as a feminine personification, is an inherently 

ambiguous figure within the symbolic world of the Consolation.  

If Philosophia is depicted as weakened by her sexuality, Fortuna‘s sexuality is, 

conversely, characterized as threatening to a defenseless masculinity. Unlike sober 

Philosophia, who always takes care to ―preserv[e] the dignity and gravity of her face and 

visage‖ (4P1.1-4), Fortuna‘s face appears ever changing (ambiguous vultis) as she 

exuberantly plays her game (ludus):
52
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             For this is my nature, this is my continual game: turning my wheel swiftly    

             I delight to bring low what is on high, to raise high what is down. Go up,  

             if you will, but on this condition, that you do not really think it a wrong to  

             have to go down again whenever the course of my sport demands.
 53

  

            (2P2.28-33) 

In stark contrast to Philosophia‘s phallic ladder, the wheel that Fortuna uses to give and 

take her favors can be read in the feminist terms I propose here as a representation of the 

female genitals, the site of the original gift of birth. This image casts the raising and 

lowering of men on the wheel as a parody of the arousal and resolution of the male sexual 

member. Fortuna is, then, both a personification of profound lack and a mysteriously self-

sufficient and joyful being; she delights, she laughs, she plays. The rules and the meaning 

of the games she plays with her ―wheel‖ are inscrutable, as is her laughter at the 

(pleasurable and then painful) groans of the men who ride it:     

   Careless she neither hears nor heeds the cries   

   Of miserable men: she laughs 

   At the groans that she herself has mercilessly caused. 

   So she sports, so she proves her power….
54

 (2M1.5-7)
 
 

―Careless‖ of the wishes of men, she is desirable but not desiring. Her masturbatory 

spinning suggests a jouissance ―beyond the phallus,‖ that is, beyond the restraints of the 

Law and language. In this way Fortuna appears as the shadow-side of Philosophia‘s 

example of feminine sexuation, her pleasures are not all contained within the logic of the 

phallus. She locates desire—and lack—in the men beholden to her, asking, ―shall I be 

bound by the insatiable desire of men to a constancy quite foreign to my nature?‖ 
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(2P2.27-28).
55

 Untouched by desire, her apparent self-sufficiency encroaches on the 

patria‘s pretensions to wholeness. Fortuna is thus most threatening not because she is 

destructive, but because she is jubilant and autonomous. She figures forth a power able to 

subvert masculine pretensions to mastery and to disassociate itself from lack. The image 

of Fortuna‘s wheel also resembles Lacan‘s objet a, as the object that causes desire, but 

ultimately can never be possessed but only endlessly circled. Indeed, later medieval 

images of Fortuna often show men riding her wheel, their arms and legs clinging to the 

rim, eyes gazing with desire on the center of the wheel springing from her heart, or 

sometimes her lap. The nature of riding Fortuna‘s wheel, however, is that no matter 

where one is upon it, one remains equidistant from the center and from Fortuna herself.  

 Fortuna‘s wheel of material substitution furthermore suggests the metaphorical 

properties of language, which come to undermine Philosophia‘s linguistic stability by 

infecting her logical arguments with wayward connotations and alternate readings. 

Whereas Philosophia acts as an allegory of linguistic power, which structures and defines 

meaning as singular and transparent, contingent Fortune conspicuously lacks stable 

definitions and is capable of containing contradictions simultaneously. Philosophia is 

prolix, but one of Fortuna‘s most striking traits is her complete lack of speech. Fortuna 

laughs (ridet), but she never speaks for herself. Instead, she is lent a prosopopoetic voice 

by Philosophia, who distorts her own sober visage into the flirtatious glance of a harlot. 

Indeed, Philosophia‘s earlier condemnation of the theatricality (scenicas) of the Muses of 

Poetry loses its bite when we witness her impersonation of Fortuna. Literally meaning ‗to 

make a face,‘ prosopopoeia is similar to personification, a rhetorical figure important to 

the poetic forms of the Consolation. Fortuna‘s channeled appearance through Philosophia 
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supports Heller-Roazen‘s claim that the fickle goddess is ―nothing if not different from 

[her]self.‖
56

  Rather, Fortuna suggests ―simply the bare possibility of literary discourse 

itself, its capacity to lend and take away, to compose and decompose, the figures of its 

own rhetoric.‖
57

 Fortuna‘s indeterminacy bodies forth an excess that the signifier cannot 

fully control, an excess that is also at the heart of the signifier, which exists only in a 

chain of other signifiers, always referring to another outside itself. 

  Personification and prosopopoeia complicate Aranye Fradenburg‘s sensitive 

reading of Fortuna in Sacrifice Your Love. If Fortuna embodies the uncertainties of life, 

she argues, then the human control and enjoyment of language acts as a strategy to offset 

that uncertainty. The balm-like effect of language is also the lesson that the Consolation 

proffers; Philosophia offers her arguments as medicines (medicaminis) for the 

changeability of Fortuna. Manipulating the dead signs of language, Fradenburg asserts, 

allows us to prepare for death and to experience a brief ―repose in inanimacy.‖
58

 Such a 

power to signify is also a pleasant reassurance of one‘s own aliveness. This reading of 

our relationship to language, however, is challenged by the rhetorical tropes of 

personification and prosopopoeia which allow abstract concepts and inanimate signifiers 

to masquerade as living beings. Paul de Man writes on the ―latent threat that inhabits 

prosopopoeia, that by making the dea[d] speak, the symmetrical structure of the trope 

implies, by the same token, that the living are struck dumb, frozen in their own death.‖
59

 

While the conversation between the Prisoner and Philosophia allows Boethius to create 

text, and thus to find comfort in the manipulation language, his ability to write is 

predicated on the stifling of his textual double, the Prisoner. Inverting the process of 
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personification, through which language is granted a body, Boethius remakes his own 

face with words. Boethius, in the form of the Prisoner, undergoes ‗linguistification‘—in 

the process denying the ‗reality‘ of his own imprisoned body in favor of the wordy body 

of his tropologically and linguistically imprisoned double. Philosophia‘s verbal 

enticement—to deny the body in favor of her deferred linguistic pleasure—pushes the 

Prisoner ever closer to a total identification with the philosophical discourse she purveys, 

and thus to the deadness of the signifiers that shape both her and it. As the Prisoner 

comes to identify himself more and more with Philosophia, he takes increasing pleasure 

in arguments for their own sake rather than as a means to gain access to the patria.    

  The Prisoner‘s pleasure in Philosophia‘s intricate arguments is demonstrated in 

his excited desire for digressions, which only extend their conversation rather than move 

it closer to the promised conclusion. In the latter half of the Consolation, the Prisoner‘s 

delight in argument is exemplified by his excited interjections; he interrupts Philosophia 

―as she was just preparing to say something more‖ about God (4P1.2-4).
60

 Instead, he 

requests that she speak on the question of evil, a topic that is outside the straight via of 

her ladder of ascent. His enthusiasm for philosophical knowledge grows even as 

Philosophia counsels him not to stray from the path. At the opening of Book 5, 

Philosophia reiterates her desire ―to make good on my promise and open the way to you 

by which you may be brought back to your fatherland (patriam),‖ cautioning that his 

questions ―are yet a little aside from the path … it is to be feared you may not be able to 

last out to the end of the direct road if you are tired by going down by-paths‖ (5P1.7-

13).
61

 The devious (deviis) digressions once again evoke the language of wandering tied 

to the excitements of Fortuna and figurative language.  
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  Philosophia‘s precautions, however, hold little weight for the Prisoner, who has 

been ―so aroused‖ (excitaveris) by her arguments that he begins to struggle against her 

desire to lead him to the patria, requesting that Philosophia not delay (ne moreris) the 

tangential arguments he so longs to hear (4P2.1-3). The Prisoner again interrupts 

Philosophia when she attempts to ―turn the course of her speech to deal with and explain 

other questions‖ (5P1.1-2).
62

 Even as he agrees that all things ―hasten towards the good,‖ 

he himself digresses from it, preferring the words which are only the means to the good 

rather than hastening towards the good itself: ―How much … does not only the 

conclusion, the sum of your arguments, delight me, but much more the very words you 

use‖ (3P12.65-8; emphasis added).
63

 The very words Philosophia uses, however, are for 

her a source of anxiety, as she cautions the Prisoner that the workings of God are very 

difficult to talk about. 

  As the Prisoner‘s desire for philosophical knowledge of God increases, 

Philosophia worries that her powers will be deficient to satisfy the Prisoner‘s excitement, 

for ―almost no discourse,‖ she claims, 

   however exhaustive, is sufficient for it. It is such a kind of matter  

   (materia) that, when one doubt is cut away, innumerable others grow in its  

   place, like the heads of a Hydra; nor would there be any limit to them, if  

   one did not repress (coerceat) them with the most lively fire of one‘s  

   mind.
 64 (4P6.5-10)  

I would suggest the Hydra-heads of doubt, continually sprouting new argumentative 

matters that Philosophia cannot fully control, evoke the doubled Janus-face of Fortuna 
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and her relation to language as a figure of indeterminacy, indefinition, and excess. As 

Philosophia becomes more concerned over language‘s power to describe the works of 

God, her anxiety over her own ability to fulfill her promise and guide the Prisoner to the 

patria also increases. She warns the Prisoner that it is not for men ―to express in words all 

the devices of the work of God‖ (4P6.197-99).
65

  

  As Philosophia anticipates, the Prisoner‘s pleasures in argumentation eventually 

exhaust him: ―But I see that you are long since burdened with the weight (pondere) of 

this enquiry and tired by the length of the argument‖ (4P6.206-8).
66

 Philosophia would 

have us believe that the philosophical weight which burdens the Prisoner is not the same 

―weight‖ (pondere) that forced his eyes to ―the dull, solid earth‖ (1M2), yet the echoes in 

her language suggest otherwise. Instead of the heaviness of an earth-focused perspective, 

it is the very prolixity (prolixitate) of Philosophia‘s balms that exhaust him. The 

weariness created by too much reason, however, looks identical to that created by earthly 

cares. Although these argumentative deviations defer the fulfillment of Philosophia‘s 

promise to ―open the way‖ to the patria, they are also the arguments which seem to 

provide the best consolation by exciting and stimulating the Prisoner. In this way, as 

Slavoj Žižek argues, the philosopher‘s endless activity of spinning out arguments shows a 

logic of avoidance, where ―the aim of flight is … to avoid confronting an unbearable 

trauma.‖
67

  What the Prisoner is spared by his sustained conversation with Philosophia is 

having to confront the violent death that awaits him and the fact that her arguments can 

neither prevent this death, nor fulfill her promise of wholeness and unity. Consolation is 

not an end towards which her arguments can guide him; rather, it stems precisely from 

the arguments that delay that end.  
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  Ultimately, Philosophia‘s consolation is based on the claim that her methods can 

bring the Prisoner closer to understanding what God wants for him, and that the practice 

of philosophy can align the Prisoner with His desires. A major component of 

Philosophia‘s argument is that the Prisoner both does and does not know what it is he 

wants. Even as he feels and thinks that he wants fame, wealth, respect, etc, these false 

desires are only partial objects of his true desire (God), which the Prisoner can uncover 

through philosophical conversation. This deep-seated, but hidden, inner desire of the 

Prisoner, available to him only through Philosophia‘s revelatory discourse, is perfectly 

in-line with the providential will of God. Philosophia then, aligns the subject‘s desire 

with the desire of the Other. This means that the Prisoner‘s true desire is, contradictorily, 

alien to himself because it is the desire of God in him. Here we can turn once again to 

Lacan‘s graph of desire, above which floats the question ―Che vuoi?‖—what do you 

want? This is the question the subject asks of the Symbolic that creates and enfolds him, 

and it is the same question that is mutely mirrored back by the Symbolic; what do you 

want? The mirroring function of language, as the structure of desire, is the reason 

Philosophia is so anxious about the types of language the Prisoner uses. According to her, 

elegiac poetry, canticles of fame and glory, and the stupefied silence of depression can 

only create false desires in the Prisoner akin to the low forms of language they deploy. 

Philosophia positions herself as the subject who supposedly knows what God wants. As 

we have seen, however, she is strident regarding the inadequacy of language to answer 

the questions the Prisoner asks. The Prisoner may hope he has come to the top rung of the 

ladder, but immersed in the most theoretical () questions of the nature of God, he finds 

there is nothing more to say.  
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  At the end of the text, when the question ―Che vuoi?‖ has been answered to the 

best of her ability, Philosophia must finally address the limits of logical argumentation 

that can only approximate the truth. She does so by turning from disputation to prayer, 

which curtly ends the Consolation and silences the Prisoner; she won‘t go any further. 

The limitations of language to reveal the truth of desire exposes the avoidance function of 

the philosopher‘s compulsive desire for more knowledge and more arguments, even as 

both Philosophia and Lacan maintain that ―from the outset and right to the end, the 

subject knows what he wants.‖
68

 It is here as the Prisoner struggles to know his own 

hidden, or we might say unconscious, desires that ―the junction between truth and 

knowledge [reopens] to the mobility out of which revolutions arise. In this respect: that 

desire becomes bound up at that junction with the Other‘s desire, but the desire to know 

lies in the loop.‖
69

 This junction occurs at the very limits of language, where words 

become inadequate for our purposes and desires, an inadequacy that catalyzes the 

perpetual revolutions of the linguistic drive that bend all straight paths to devious 

circling. 

  Digressions driven by the Prisoner‘s philosophical questions characterize the final 

two Books of the Consolation and divert Philosophia‘s goal-directed arguments from the 

straight via. In the middle of the text, however, it is the Prisoner who questions whether 

Philosophia is leading him anywhere at all. Confused by the twists of her logic, the 

Prisoner shows his distrust of Philosophia and wonders whether she is playing a trick on 

him:  

   Are you playing a game with me, weaving an inextricable labyrinth with  

   your arguments, since at one time you go in where you are going to come  
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   out again, and at another come out where you went in? Or are you folding  

   together as it were a wonderful circle of the simplicity of God?
 70

  

   (3P12.82-86)  

The Prisoner questions whether Philosophia is party to the same game-playing distinctive 

of Fortuna. Philosophia‘s arguments appear marked by a circular looping of the wheel, 

and they create a labyrinthine path that allows the Prisoner to circle continually the 

desired object, but never to exit the maze or possess what Philosophia seems to be 

offering. Here Philosophia‘s circular arguments act as a hinge between Fortuna‘s wheel, 

which is both frightening and wonderful, confusing and simple, and the ―wonderful circle 

of the simplicity of God.‖ The straight ladder provides a visual for the path (via, tramite) 

Philosophia refers to early on as the guiding and controlling aspect of her arguments, but 

the Prisoner‘s astute questions suggest that the ladder is a structure capable of folding 

(complicas) into a circle.  

  The trope of revolution that Lacan uses to illustrate the recursive nature of desire 

is also appropriate to the Consolation and its proliferation of circularity. Circularity 

appears in the image of Fortuna‘s ever-spinning wheel, in the twisting, labyrinthine 

arguments of Philosophia, and in the whirling circles of the divine mind ―forcing 

[everything] to run their circles once again‖ (4M6.40-41).
71

 This circularity might at first 

seem opposed to the straight via of Philosophia‘s ladder, but their opposition is undone 

by the shared structure of the ladder and the wheel. Having reached the end of the 

Consolation and the top of her ladder, the philosopher‘s must make a leap of faith from  

the ladder to achieve true apotheosis. This jump occurs at the junction Lacan describes, 

between the desire to know the Other through reason and the limitations of logos to fulfill 
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that desire. At the end of Philosophia‘s argument, at the top rung of her ladder of desire, 

the philosopher knows he must kick her away and fly on his own with the mental wings 

Philosophia has provided (4M1). The ambivalence here is that the always-already fatal 

jump from the ladder will end in an Icarian fall rather than the flight of apotheosis. When 

Philosophia, a personification of language, ceases to speak, her phallic ladder twists 

laterally and becomes a loop; the ends meet to form a circle and the rungs of the ladder 

transform into the spokes of a wheel. At the height of Philosophia‘s ladder, the moment 

of the Prisoner‘s jump into the unknown and his return to silence, Fortuna uncannily 

appears again to reclaim her first and final gift, the physical body of the Prisoner. In 

opposition throughout the text of the Consolation, at the moment of preparation for death, 

the ladder‘s true shape comes into focus as Fortuna‘s wheel. Silent, beholden to spinning 

circles over which he has essentially no control, enthralled by a woman who tells him 

what to compose—this time a prayer rather than an elegy—the Prisoner at the end of the 

text looks much the same as at the beginning.  

  Having analyzed the perspectival demands of the Philosophia‘s consolation, I 

now turn to an examination of two different readings of Boethius‘s text. Chaucer‘s 

translation of the Consolation, the Boece, was heavily dependent on the commentary by 

Nichoals Trevet, a work caught up in the author‘s own interpretive agenda. Trevet is 

careful when dealing with what he calls the ―waywardly poetic‖ Platonic language of 

Boethius, treating these moments of figurative language with special interpretive care, 

and often in way that significantly differ from Boethius‘s probable intentions. In the 

coming chapters I will also examine Chaucer‘s poetic explorations of Boethius and the 

ways in which differing perspectives play a role in Chaucer‘s poetic projects.
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Chapter Two 

Presenting Boethius: Nicholas Trevet and Chaucer‟s Boece 

 

 It is not often remembered that the famous statement made by Samuel Johnson 

anointing Chaucer ―the Father of our Poetry‖ was written in the context of a not-too-

complimentary account of Chaucer‘s prose. Johnson‘s comment discussing Chaucer‘s 

prose Boece, a translation of Boethius‘s Consolation of Philosophy, appears in an Idler 

essay about the history of translation and its medieval errors:  

   Chaucer, who is generally considered as the Father of our Poetry, has left  

   a Version of Boetius on the Comforts of Philosophy, the book which  

   seems to have been the favourite of the middle ages, which had been  

   translated into Saxon by King Alfred, and illustrated with a copious  

   Comment ascribed to Aquinas. It may be supposed that Chaucer would  

   apply more than common attention to an author of so much celebrity; yet  

   [he] has attempted nothing higher than a version strictly literal, and has  

   degraded the poetical parts to prose, that the constraint of versification  

   might not obstruct his zeal for fidelity.
1
  

The repeated, praise-filled moniker ―Father of our Poetry‖ is given to Chaucer 

specifically to highlight the difference between the poor quality of the prose translation 

Boece and the rest of Chaucer‘s poetic oeuvre. Johnson identifies the Consolation as the 

most medieval of texts, of interest to the great kings of the early Middle Ages (Alfred) as 

well as the high scholastics (Aquinas). Yet the Boece fails to meet Johnson‘s standard of 

artistry and elegance, and he is left disappointed by Chaucer‘s ―degradation‖ of such a 
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quintessentially medieval work. Moreover, Johnson‘s criticism specifically targets the 

literalness of Chaucer‘s translation, his ―zeal for fidelity,‖ which was to become the 

hallmark of much comment on the Boece.  

  This characterization of the Boece as a work dogged by overly literal translation 

was to haunt the text for much of its critical history.
 2

 H. F. Stewart finds that ―Chaucer‘s 

method of literal translation … often fails to catch the spirit of the Latin, he keeps as a 

rule, so closely to the letter as to render necessary the interpolation of a multitude of 

glosses to make the meaning of many passages at all intelligible.‖
3
 In Stewart‘s 

assessment, the literal translation occludes intelligibility while the glosses Chaucer 

interspersed from the Latin commentary tradition work to clarify the text. Bernard L. 

Jefferson casts this literalism more positively as painstaking faithfulness, when he 

characterized the Boece as ―diffuse and sometimes inaccurate and blundering, although it 

contains many awkward and faulty English sentences, yet on the whole is painstaking, 

faithful, poetic, and spirited.‖
4
 These responses to Chaucer‘s Boece, suggest, as Tim 

Machan has put it, ―a criticism desperate to connect to the [Boece] and at a loss over just 

what that connection might be.‖
5
 The ―desperate desire to connect‖ to the Father of our 

Poetry is further underscored by Chaucer‘s evident pride in the Boece, judging from the 

three times he mentions it in other works and its prominent place in his retraction to the 

Canterbury Tales.
6
  

  The Boece, however, does not stand alone among Chaucer‘s works that critics 

have found difficult to connect to and, perhaps, harder to enjoy. As far as I know, no one 

has ever dubbed Chaucer ―the Father of our Prose‖; indeed, critics who love Chaucer‘s 

poetry, often seem to find themselves alienated from his prose works: the Boece, the 
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Treatise on the Astrolabe, and the tales of Melibee and the Parson. These works, in many 

ways, are vastly different: an astronomical textbook, a didactic, conversational morality 

treatise (spoken from the mouth of Chaucer the pilgrim), and a handbook on penance. 

They, nonetheless, share a common trait in addition to their prose in that they all aspire to 

scholarship and learned comment. Although Chaucer engages a variety of scholarly 

forms and disciplines in his prose work, Derek Pearsall cautions us: ―Chaucer was widely 

read, and used his reading intelligently, but he was not a scholar.‖
7
 Similar warnings 

against labeling Chaucer a scholar have come from Stewart, who, after reading the Boece, 

felt himself bound, on account of Chaucer‘s apparently poor translation, ―to perform the 

unpleasant duty of dressing a formal charge against Chaucer‘s scholarship.‖
8
 Returning to 

his distaste for Chaucer‘s prose, Stewart finally writes: ―it is certainly not in prose that 

Chaucer‘s genius shows to best advantage. The restrictions of metre were indeed to him 

as silken fetters, while the freedom of prose only served to embarrass him.‖
9
 Despite 

what Stewart asserts, Chaucer himself does not appear embarrassed by his prose works at 

all, nor do these works seem to strive after the same aesthetic genius that Stewart found 

in Chaucer‘s poetry. The Boece, like the Astrolabe, is a pedagogical work composed for 

intellectual ends, not for primarily aesthetic ones. Chaucer‘s non-poetic texts reveal, even 

more than his poetry, his interest in intellectual questions, scientific matters, and 

scholarly sources.
10

  

  In the Boece, we can see Chaucer at work within a scholarly paradigm to claim 

for vernacular literature the authority and respect of intellectual culture. This intellectual 

culture of Chaucer‘s day took many forms, but here I am most interested in the work of 

the scholastics. By scholasticism I mean the thought, teachings, writings, and 
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methodologies connected with the medieval university system that came to prominence 

after 1200. Thus, scholastic means coming from the schools and the Schoolmen are those 

writers and teachers, often either Dominican or Franciscan Friars, who interpreted 

Classical texts and the Bible for their students and the church. The Schoolmen wrote 

many different types of texts, from the great Summa Theologica of Thomas Aquinas that 

collected together all theological beliefs, to transcripts of the quaestiones and quodlibetal 

oral debates, to explanatory commentaries on famous works that helped the reader with 

the author‘s Latin and provided interpretations and backgrounds for the text. It is the last 

of these writings, the commentaries, that we know Chaucer read and used when he was 

translating the Boece. 

Even though Chaucer is considered a ―philosophical poet,‖ the avenue by which 

Chaucer gained access to philosophical arguments has remained opaque, and the criticism 

on this subject much given to conjecture. Russell Peck‘s groundbreaking, ―Chaucer and 

the Nominalist Questions,‖ which deals with the nominalism of William Ockham in 

Chaucer‘s works, states from its outset that ―[w]hether Chaucer knew directly or even 

indirectly any of Ockham‘s specific ideas we have no way of knowing,‖ after which he 

argues that Chaucer did understand Ockham‘s debates in some detail.
11

 Similarly Kathryn 

Lynch notes that ―wild speculations and projections about Chaucer‘s education and 

attitudes towards learning have long been a feature of the poet‘s biography.‖
12

 Chaucer‘s 

mention of Ralph Strode, a former professor at Oxford, at the end of Troilus and 

Criseyde—―to the, philosophical Strode, / To vouchen sauf, ther nede is, to correcte,‖ (V, 

1857-58)—has been the instigator more than once of what Alastair Minnis terms ―leaving 

historical criticism behind and entering the realms of the historical novel.‖
13

 If 
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Chaucerians have at times deserved this rather wry accusation for hypothesizing about 

how Chaucer learned his philosophy, it is partially because very little concrete 

information exists concerning Chaucer‘s contact with the philosophical and educational 

worlds beyond his connection with Strode and his apparent interest in Boethius.
14

 Some 

have speculated that Chaucer might have had access to the library at St. Paul, or even the 

Merton College library, but even if this were the case it is improbable that Chaucer would 

have picked up a work like the Consolation of Philosophy, or any other Classical text, 

without the aid of a user-friendly commentary, written in simple Latin for students. Most 

of Chaucer‘s knowledge of the Classics was probably mediated through the scholastic 

commentary tradition.  

  Chaucer‘s ―literal‖ translation of the prose Boece aligns his text with the literal 

exegetics practiced by the scholarly source texts he used to aid his translation, those same 

scholastic works from which Chaucer pulled many of the ―multitude of glosses‖ that 

Stewart claims are needed to make his translation intelligible. Johnson obliquely 

references the most important of these sources in the above quotation from the Idler. The 

―copious Comment‖ on the Consolation that Johnson ascribes to Thomas Aquinas was 

not, in fact, written by him. The commentary Johnson references is a text now known as 

the ―Pseudo-Aquinas,‖ a fifteenth-century work largely drawn from an earlier 

commentary on the Consolation (c. 1307) by the English Dominican Nicholas Trevet.
15

 

  Until Kate O. Petersen proved definitively to the contrary in 1903, it was often 

assumed that this Pseudo-Aquinas commentary was the work from which Chaucer 

derived many of the glosses that are interspersed throughout the Boece, glosses that we 

now know Chaucer drew primarily from Trevet.
16

 It is significant that Chaucer was once 
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thought to have used a commentary by Thomas Aquinas when he was preparing his 

translation of the Consolation. Thomas was one of the most famous members of the 

exegetical revolution that occurred in the thirteenth century, a movement that elevated the 

status of literal commentary while eschewing allegorical or integumental readings. This 

push towards literal readings coincided with the reacquisition of Aristotle in the 

universities. The influx of Aristotle‘s pagan works on the nature of the soul, human 

cognition, and free will occasioned great debates in education and theology. Trevet, like 

Thomas, was a Dominican, and followed in the exegetical footsteps of his Order‘s 

greatest scholar. Thus, it should not surprise us that the ―Pseudo-Aquinas,‖ largely 

borrowed from Trevet‘s commentary, would have been mistaken for the work of the 

Angelic Doctor. Trevet defends Thomist ideas in many passages of his Boethius 

commentary as he offers his readers the most up-to-date (that is, Aristotelian-Thomist) 

readings of the Consolation.  

  In its insistence on Aristotelian interpretation and Thomist theories, Trevet‘s 

reading of the Consolation often differs considerably from the Neoplatonic argument 

advanced by Boethius. The Consolation is committed to a dualist view of the soul as an 

immaterial spirit trapped in the filthy prison of the body. This material prison, so 

Boethius says, prevents the mind from accessing knowledge and hinders the 

Recollective
17

 process of anamnesis, through which humans come to know. Trevet, as I 

will show in this chapter, contrarily argues that the body and soul form a unified 

composite, a view that tempers much of the contemptus mundi spirit of Boethius‘s text. 

Following Aristotle, Trevet argues that sensual perception is necessary for mental 

content. These radically different views of the place of the human soul in the body and in 
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the terrestrial world have far-reaching consequences for Chaucer‘s reading of Boethius. I 

am particularly interested in the relation between the soul and the body presented by 

Boethius and Trevet. Thomas‘s rejection of Platonic dualism was bound up with his 

belief that the soul was the substantial form of the body. In Thomas‘s view, the human 

body and soul form an intimately connected amalgam, each incomplete without the other; 

this highly controversial doctrine that was known as the ―unicity of form.‖  

  Trevet‘s defense of unicity of form alters how Chaucer understood Boethian 

accounts of the production of knowledge, the retention of memory, and the state of the 

soul in the afterlife, as I will show in subsequent chapters. This chapter, however, 

examines the presentation of the Consolation of Philosophy in two specific moments: 

Nicholas Trevet‘s ―modernizing‖ interpretations of Boethius‘s arguments in line with 

Aristotelian and Thomist philosophies; and Chaucer‘s redeployment of Trevet‘s 

commentary in the Boece as a means to claim the intellectual markers and status of 

scholasticism for English language literature. As we will see in Chapters 3 and 4, the 

influence of Trevet‘s Aristotelian readings of the Consolation penetrates into Chaucer‘s 

most Boethian poems, The Knight‟s Tale and Troilus and Criseyde.  

  The influence of Thomism on Trevet‘s commentary has been suggested by past 

scholars of medieval philosophy. It is most forcefully developed by Lodi Nauta in ―The 

Scholastic Context of the Boethius Commentary by Nicholas Trevet,‖ although Brian S. 

Donaghey earlier suggested that Trevet‘s commentary appeared to advance some 

Thomist doctrines.
18

 As was mentioned earlier, Trevet wrote his commentary at the end 

of a period of backlash against Thomist philosophies, following the condemnations of 

radical, ―Averroist,‖ Aristotelianism at Paris in 1277, and the condemnations of some 
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Thomist doctrines at Oxford in 1277 and 1286. While anti-Thomist sentiments had ebbed 

somewhat by the opening of the fourteenth century, Nauta stresses that, even then, ―from 

some remarks in [Trevet‘s] Quodlibets it is clear that the impact of the condemnations at 

Paris and Oxford was still being felt.‖
19

 Nauta continues, ―[i]t is against this background 

of a reasoned defense of Thomist positions that we must place Trevet‘s most 

philosophical passages from his Boethius commentary.‖
20

 Trevet‘s elaborate discussion 

of the Consolation‘s Circe metrum, in which Boethius tells how Ulysses‘s companions 

were transformed into beasts but retained their rational minds, offers a striking example 

of Trevet‘s defense of Thomist doctrines. Trevet tackles the topic by a discussing the 

ontological status of werewolves, the persistence of reason in transformed humans, and 

the facticity of the various permutations of human metamorphosis stories in his day. 

Trevet‘s commentary thus functions not merely as a presentation of Boethius, but rather 

as a powerful rhetorical document in its own right, offering a sophisticated, and even 

resistant, reading of the Consolation.       

  In arguing that commentaries bear rhetorical and argumentative weight, rather 

than ―simply discover[ing] and describ[ing] the texts they treat,‖ my chapter draws 

heavily on the work of Rita Copeland, who sees commentaries functioning to ―reproduce 

and resituate the text through paraphrase; or [to] subsume it‖ within the commentating 

author‘s own arguments.
21

 Anthony Kenny and Jan Pinborg agree that in commentaries 

―new doctrines were often disguised as merely new interpretations of the authorities‖; 

such is the case with Trevet‘s reading of Boethius.
22

 I also draw inspiration from Michael 

Calabrese, who argues in Chaucer‟s Ovidian Arts of Love for a return to the commentary 

tradition as a means to understand better Chaucer‘s use of his source texts.
23
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  We must look to the commentary tradition to gain a proper understanding of 

Chaucer‘s Boethianism as it emerged from his engagement with Trevet. Copeland and 

Machan have already completed much enlightening work on the rhetorical dimension of 

Chaucer‘s vernacular co-option of the commentary form in the Boece. This chapter 

examines the argumentative force of Trevet‘s commentary to show how Trevet‘s unique 

interpretation of Boethius influenced Chaucer‘s poetic experimentations with 

Boethianism. Stated plainly, the Consolation Chaucer read and translated through Trevet 

was a markedly Aristotelian Consolation with strong Thomist undertones. Chaucerians 

who have sought out Neoplatonism or a dualistic understanding of the body soul relation 

in Chaucer‘s Boethianism have worked with an incomplete picture of his reading of the 

Consolation. Here I offer a new window on Chaucer‘s Boethianism; a new Boethianism 

couched in the scholastic commentary of Nicholas Trevet.  

  If, as Machan noted above, critics have shown a ―desperate desire to connect‖ 

with the Boece, even as ―they are at a loss as to what that connection might be,‖ it is 

perhaps because critics come to Chaucer to hear and enjoy his poetry rather than to read 

his scholarly prose. There is no reason for critics to fail to connect with Chaucer‘s Boece 

through enjoyment, not as an aesthetic work of art, but through the shared enjoyment of 

scholarship, research, and participation in intellectual debates.
24

 This is the same 

enjoyment of language and intellectual questions that the Consolation itself explores in 

Book IV, as the Prisoner begins to stray from Philosophia‘s patria-bound via, to follow 

instead the pleasurable and exciting paths of other philosophical arguments. Critical 

comments often reveal as much about each critics‘ designs upon the text they examine as 

they do about the work under scrutiny. As the Consolation teaches us, what we perceive 
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of an object is dependent largely on what we expect to see and our personal orientation 

towards the object and the world.  

  By regarding Chaucer‘s Boece from a new perspective, we can connect the work 

and the Father of our Poetry anew as not only the Father of our Prose, but also the Father 

of our Scholarship. As we will see, the joyful nature of intellectual commentary is also 

evident in Trevet‘s gloss and his playfully excited discussions of Gothic warrior kings, 

the names and nature of the winds, astronomy, literature, and history. My final goal for 

this chapter is to introduce Trevet‘s commentary as a text worth reading, a work with 

character and vitality springing from the mind of a man captivated by the world around 

him. Here I hope to flesh out Nicholas Trevet as a man certainly less ―holwe‖ and 

―thredbare‖ than Chaucer‘s clerk of Oxenford, though just as fond of Aristotle (General 

Prologue, 289, 290).   

 

Chaucer‟s Boece 

  Chaucer probably translated the Boece in the 1380s, a decade of exceptionally 

fruitful output for him, during which he also composed The Knight‟s Tale and Troilus 

and Criseyde. The incredible variety and energy surrounding critical accounts of the 

latter two poems stands in stark contrast to the relative critical disinterest in the Boece. 

This lack of excitement about the Boece may stem in part from its classification primarily 

as a translation rather than a primarily creative work as the Knight‟s Tale and Troilus are 

usually considered. Despite what many early critics asserted, the Boece is not simply a 

literal translation of Boethius‘s Latin. Chaucer used at least three other sources beyond 

the Latin vulgate Consolation when preparing his translation. He borrowed freely from 
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these other texts, interweaving the words of Boethius with explanatory comments and 

translations from other vernacular editions of the Consolation.
25

 Certainly he had a copy 

of Jean de Meun‘s French translation of Boethius (Li Livres de Confort) from which he 

sometimes translated instead of the Latin.
26

  

  Copeland argues that Jean‘s Livres functioned as a model for the mixing of 

commentary and translation that Chaucer undertook in his Boece. Jean‘s text interweaves 

straight translation from the Consolation with glosses from commentaries by William of 

Aragon and William of Conches.
27

 The Boece follows Jean‘s commentative practice, 

Copeland argues, and functions as a sort of intellectual digest for all of Chaucer‘s source 

texts, that is, ―the Boece performs the function of an academic reference in place of the 

Consolatio.‖
28

 By displacing his sources (Boethius, Trevet, Jean de Meun), Chaucer 

substitutes his own work, the Boece, as an authoritative text in their stead. The Boece 

then acts as an interpretive guide and ‗academic reference‘ to Chaucer‘s Boethian poetry. 

Copeland demonstrates that the Boece, far from a ploddingly literal or inept translation,  

exemplifies a new type of literature in line with the scholarly practice of exercitatio, 

where translations mix with  exegesis and expression, allowing  the ―translation [to] 

assume the productive force of rhetoric.‖
29

 With the Boece, Chaucer thus lays claims to 

the scholarly authority of both the French Livres and the Latin commentary tradition for 

the burgeoning English literature. In this way, Copeland‘s argument on Chaucer‘s use of 

his source texts shares much with Bernard L. Jefferson‘s famous proclamation that 

Chaucer translated the Boece ―for the express purpose that Troilus might be better 

interpreted.‖
30

 At the end of Troilus and Criseyde, for example, the narrator imagines that 

his audience might seek out further clarification on the philosophical content of the story: 
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―Lo here, the forme of olde clerkis speche / In poetrie, if ye hire bokes seche‖ (IV, 1854-

55). The Boece then stands ready to offer ―olde clerkis speche‖ in prose, providing not 

only the words of Boethius, but also convenient glosses from Trevet and Jean de Meun.
31

  

  Scholars interested in Chaucer‘s use of Trevet have tended to concentrate 

primarily on a quatitative account of the number of borrows Chaucer took from the 

commentator. Petersen was the first to prove definitively that Chaucer used Trevet‘s 

commentary for his glosses rather than the Pseudo-Aquinas. Following her work, E.T. 

Silk identified numerous borrowings from Trevet in the Boece, although as Machan has 

pointed out much of what Silk identifies as borrowings are merely differences between 

modern editions of the Consolation and the medieval vulgate version.
32

 Silk spent his 

career securing the reputation of Trevet and illuminating Trevet‘s relationship to 

Chaucer. His 1930 dissertation examined the most famous manuscript of the Boece, 

Cambridge University Library MS. Ii.3.21, and he was nearing completion of an edition 

of the entirety of Trevet‘s expositio, a work he unfortunately did not live to publish.
33

 

Silk is dismissive of Jean‘s influence, arguing that Chaucer was primarily dependent on 

Trevet. Concurring with Silk, Minnis notes that ―there seems to be no reason to doubt 

that Chaucer had most if not all of Trevet‘s commentary at his disposal.‖
34

 Critical 

accounts of Chaucer‘s Boethianism continue to assume that Chaucer‘s understanding of 

the Consolation of Philosophy was dependent on a reading of Boethius‘s text alone. 

Much of the scholarship that is available is exemplified by Silk‘s dissertation, which 

focuses primarily on the quantitative listing of borrowing and the identification of 

passages of influence, with little comment on how those details are used. This dearth of 

scholarship exists in large part because Silk‘s edition remains unpublished, and thus 
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Trevet‘s commentary is practically unavailable to scholars except in the limited excerpts 

Minnis has printed in his monographs or in the manuscripts themselves. Moreover, there 

does not seem to be a large critical demand for Trevet‘s work. This relative lack of 

critical interest, however, was not shared by Trevet‘s contemporaries.    

  Despite its tremendous length—over 815 modern pages— Trevet‘s Consolation 

commentary is extant in over 100 manuscripts testifying to what Silk calls its ―enormous 

vogue.‖
35

 Moreover, the commentary had a long-lasting popularity, evidenced by the 

appearances it makes in vernacular English literature even after Chaucer.
36

 Robert 

Henryson‘s late-fifteenth-century Orfeus and Eurydice elaborates on Boethius‘s 3M12, 

by revealing the moral Boethius had ―hid under the cloik of poetré‖ with the revelatory 

help of ―maister Trivat, doctor Nicholass, / Quhilk in his tyme a noble theologe wass.‖
37

 

John Walton also translated into Middle English portions of Trevet‘s commentary to 

gloss his own translation of the Consolation completed around 1410.
38

  

  Even in his own time Trevet was hardly an unknown. The details of his life come 

down to us from brief biographical notes in his own writings and his correspondence with 

the rich and famous. The most detailed account of Trevet‘s life is from Franz Ehrle, 

although Ruth J. Dean has also added much to his biography.
39

 Trevet was born into a 

well-connected family sometime between 1258 and 1268 and probably died around 1334 

or shortly before. Trevet mentions his father briefly in his Latin chronicle Annales sex 

regnum Angliae, qui a comitibus Andegavensibus originem traxerunt (Annals of six 

English kings, who draw their origins from the Angevin line), informing us of his own 

lineage from the knightly and judicial class.
40

 His father, Thomas, was a judge during the 

reigns of Henry III and Edward I. Trevet gained preferment for his talents early in his 
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career as a commentator. Nicholas of Prato, then Dean of the College of Cardinals, was 

so impressed by Trevet‘s Consolation commentary that he requested that Trevet write the 

first ever commentary on Seneca‘s Tragedies. Trevet‘s work also caught the attention of 

the Pope (John XXII), who requested he write a commentary on Livy.
41

 More popular 

than any other of Trevet‘s works, his commentary on the Consolation became the de 

rigueur aid for Boethius, both on and off the continent. As his Latin chronicle suggests, 

Trevet was not limited in his activities to commentary; he spent the final years of his life 

writing a series of secular histories. His last composition, no longer in the language of the 

church, was an Anglo-Norman chronicle written for Princess Mary Woodstock, sister to 

Edward II. It is from this work, Les Cronicles, that Chaucer drew his Man of Law‟s Tale, 

the story of Constance which Trevet claims to have taken from a chronicle in Anglo-

Saxon, a language he apparently read given the several references in the Consolation 

commentary to King Alfred‘s Boethius.
42

 Trevet was not only well known in his day and 

after for his commentary on Boethius, but Chaucer repeatedly turned to works by Trevet 

for literary ideas. 

  Unlike the numerous manuscripts that bear witness to Trevet‘s immense 

popularity, the Boece is extant in only ten manuscripts or fragments, which contain a 

varied amount of glosses and marginalia.
43

 Cambridge University Library MS. Ii.3.21 

contains the Boece, the most complete set of Boece glosses linked to Trevet, as well as 

the vulgate Consolation, William of Aragon‘s commentary, and two of Chaucer‘s 

Boethian poems (The Former Age and Fortune). In his dissertation, Silk perspicaciously 

observes that the manuscript seems to have been prepared by an editor with ―an 

authoritative knowledge of Chaucer,‖ remarking on the significance of the text by noting 
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that this editor ―should also give so much attention to the Trivet part of the manuscript is 

significant.‖
44

 Subsequent editors of the Boece have continued in this valuation of the 

Cambridge manuscript. Cambridge Ii.3.21 was used by Skeat for his 1894 critical edition 

of the Boece, a work that set the standard for many subsequent Boece editions. Machan 

identifies Skeat as the ―first to italicize explanatory words and phrases which are not in 

the Latin [Consolation] text.‘‖
45

 The practice of italicizing the glosses Chaucer added to 

his translation functions to separate the words of Boethius from those of his 

commentators, and to mark these words as additional to Chaucer‘s translation. Ralph 

Hanna III and Traugott Lawler, the editors of Boece for Riverside Chaucer, follow this 

practice ―to indicate everything Chaucer took from Trivet and other commentaries and 

glosses … [A]ll italicized phrases and sentences not explicitly commented upon … are 

from Trivet.‖
46

 The effect of this practice of italicizing has been one of partitioning 

Trevet‘s glosses from the other passages, marking Trevet as somehow other to the rest of 

the text. The italics narrow the scope of Trevet‘s possible influence to only the lengthiest 

insertions of his commentary in the Boece. Machan‘s recent edition of the Boece, also 

primarily based on Cambridge Ii.3.21, does away with the practice of italicizing. In 

Machan‘s view, italics ―attribute[s] unwarranted priority to the Consolatio and Li Livres, 

in view of the fact that Chaucer‘s source was a composite that he himself in effect created 

as he worked with Trevet‘s commentary and the Remigian glosses as well as with the 

Latin and French texts.‖
47

  

  The Boece‘s italicized lines in the Riverside Chaucer, moreover, do not reveal the 

complete extent of Chaucer‘s use of Trevet. Trevet‘s influence extends far beyond the 

direct borrowing of glosses; it can also be seen in many passages where Chaucer follows 
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Trevet‘s simplified Latin rather than the vulgate Consolation, or when Chaucer translates 

a word from Trevet rather than the vulgate. Trevet‘s commentary is the root of many of 

the around 500 neologisms Chaucer first introduces in the Boece.
48

 Morton Donner has 

argued along with J.D. Burnley‘s Chaucer and the Philosopher‟s Tradition that we can 

identify in Chaucer‘s word coinage a desire to establish a more dexterous philosophical 

vocabulary for the English language.
49

 The Riverside Chaucer italicizes 173 glosses 

borrowed from Trevet, ranging from three word explanations,
50

 to the fifteen-lines 

inserted in 3M12. Minnis, on the other hand, has compiled a list of over 500 parallels in 

Chaucer‘s Boece drawn from Trevet‘s commentary or a mixture of Jean‘s translation and 

Trevet.
51

 By this count of Chaucer‘s borrowings from Trevet, nearly 330 references are 

left unmarked in the Riverside text, a number that shows the flaws in the practice of 

italicizing. Mark Gleason, whose unpublished dissertation charts Trevet‘s influence in 

Chaucer‘s Troilus and Criseyde, notes that if every word borrowed from Trevet were to 

be identified in modern editions of the Boece, the text would ―bristle with italics.‖
52

 

Although this information is important, it shows the quantitative focus of scholarship on 

the relation between Trevet and Chaucer. The identifications of borrowings tell us 

nothing qualitative about Trevet‘s commentary, or how or why Chaucer used it.  

  By examining one of the most heavily glossed passages of the Boece, 4M7 the 

metrum on Agamemnon‘s sacrifice of Iphigenia, Ulysses blinding of Polyphemus, and 

the labors of Hercules, we can gain a sense of how Chaucer uses his glosses. Gleason 

states that here Chaucer ―relies on Trevet more than in any other place.‖
53

 Following each 

of the sections of the metrum, which Chaucer has expanded from thirty-five lines of Latin 

verse into seventy-two lines of English prose, Chaucer interpolates commentary from 
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Trevet to clarify the poetic language and introduce the characters. Here I emphasize the 

portion of the metrum on Agamemnon and Iphigenia, because of Chaucer‘s evident 

interest in the events at Troy (Anelida and Arcite, Troilus and Criseyde, The House of 

Fame, the Legends of Dido and Phyllis). These events were considered historical events 

in the fourteenth century; indeed, Trevet asserts that ―the first story about Agamemnon is 

historical, but that one about Ulysses is a fable.‖
54

 Trevet‘s careful distinction between 

the historical and the fabulous is common practice in his commentary, as we will see. In 

this metrum, we can see the sort of interpolated commentary critics might expect from 

Chaucer; glosses on mythological / historical literature. Chaucer‘s translation is vivid and 

moving, and it provides a good example of how Trevet‘s interpolated glosses function:  

   The wrekere Attrides (that is to seyn, Agamenon), that wrought and  

   contynued the batailes by ten yer, recovered and purgide in wrekynge, by  

   the destruccioun of Troye, the loste chaumbris of mariage of his brothir.  

   (That is to seyn, that he, Agamenon, wan ayein Eleyne that was Menelaus  

   wif his brothir.) In the mene while that thilke Agamenon desirede to yeven  

   sayles to the Grykkyssche naveye, and boughte ayein the wyndes by  

   blood, he unclothide hym of pite of fadir; and the sory preest yeveth in  

   sacrifyenge the wrecchide kuttynge of the throte of the doughter. (That is  

   to seyn, that Agamenon leet kutten the throte of his doughter by the preest,  

   to maken alliaunce with his goddes and for to han wynd with which he  

   myghte wenden to Troye.) (Boece 4M7.1-17) emphasis original 

The long glosses, framed in italics by the editors, are direct translations from Trevet‘s 

commentary. Chaucer‘s language here is reminiscent of the Knight‟s Tale and its 
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similarly imagistic descriptions of death in the temples of Mars and Diana: the 

destruction of Troy (―The toun destroyed ther was no thyng laft,‖ IV, 2016) and the 

wretched cutting of the throat (―The careyne in the busk, with throte ycorve,‖ IV, 2013). 

When compared to the stark and psychologically moving ―he unclothide hym of pite of 

fadir‖ the commentary Chaucer adds explaining the practice of human sacrifice, with its 

jaunty and emotionally toneless ―that is to seyn‖ seems a bit jarring. This tonal switch, 

however, emphasizes the unaesthetic goal of the Boece. Chaucer uses Trevet‘s 

commentary to explain what the images mean and to unpack the Consolation‘s 

metaphors, such as ―unclothide hym,‖ into straightforward actions. Chaucer also uses 

Trevet‘s alternate word order: ―yeveth in sacrifyenge the wrecchide kuttynge of the 

throte‖ becomes the ―leet kutten the throte of his doughter‖ a phrasing that prioritizes a 

simplified, almost anglicized, word order.
55

 Moreover, these glosses show Chaucer‘s 

multivalent interest in the Consolation and Trevet‘s commentary as sources of 

information about the world and its historical events. Here we see Chaucer reading Trevet 

to inform himself, not just philosophically, but to aid his understanding of workings of 

the human world historically and psychologically. 

 By focusing exclusively on such longer glosses as moments of influence from 

Trevet, however, we occlude Chaucer‘s incessant interaction with Trevet‘s text. We can 

get a sense of the limitations of the Riverside‘s method of marking Trevet‘s influence on 

Chaucer with italics by looking at Boece 1M3. This metrum is sung by the Prisoner after 

Philosophia has used her robe to wipe away tears from his eyes. Using a celestial conceit 

common to the Consolation, the Prisoner compares his newly dry eyes to the emergence 

of shining starry skies from behind a veil of rain clouds. I quote the metrum in full: 



76 
 

   Thus, what that nyght was discussed and chased awey, dirknesses forleten  

   me, and to myn eien repeyred ayen hir firste strengthe. And ryght by  

   ensaumple as the sonne is hydd whan the sterres ben clustred (that is to  

   seyn, whan sterres ben covered with cloudes) by a swyft wynd that hyghte  

   Chorus, and that the firmament stant dirked with wete plowngy cloudes;  

   and that the sterres nat apeeren upon hevene, so that the nyght semeth  

   sprad upon the erthe: yif thane the wynde that hyghte Boreas, isent out of  

   the kaves of the cuntre of Trace, betith this nyght (that is to seyn, chaseth  

   it awey) and discovereth the closed day, thane schyneth Phebus ischaken  

   with sodeyn light and smyteth with his beemes in merveylynge eien.  

   (Boece 1M3.1-17) underline added 

The Riverside‘s version italicizes only two short glosses from Trevet, but Minnis finds 

five more moments of indebtedness to Trevet spread throughout the poem, which are 

marked here by underlining. As the multiple points of reference indicate, Chaucer read 

Trevet‘s work closely, the commentary functioning as a constant reference as he worked 

through Boethius‘s difficult Latin. By limiting our discussion of Trevet‘s influence only 

to the information Chaucer copied into the Boece as glosses is to greatly circumscribe 

Chaucer‘s interaction with his text. Even Minnis‘s more accurate quantitative accounting 

of Trevet‘s influence does not fully capture the character of Trevet‘s commentary or tells 

us why Chaucer might have found Trevet a good scholarly companion.  

  Silk characterizes Trevet as a consummate historian, a philosopher, and an 

astronomer and natural scientist: in other words, a polymath sharing many of Chaucer‘s 

interests. Trevet‘s commentary on 1M3, Chaucer‘s translation quoted above, is indicative 
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of these interests and of the nature of Trevet‘s text generally. Trevet begins his 

commentary with a detailed description of the poem‘s meter, a feature present in every 

passage on Boethius‘s metra. Following this metrical analysis, Trevet gives a description 

of the metrum‘s didactic purpose (to show us in what way Boethius knows, or comes to 

know, Philosophia),
56

 before turning to the commentary ad litteram, where word-by-

word he glosses difficult terms, gives references to other texts relevant to the passage at 

hand, and discusses the philosophical, historical, or scientific ideas raised by the text, 

however tangential. Trevet claims that by removing an impediment (the tears) 

Philosophia has restored Boethius‘s vigor of understanding (amoto impedimento uigorem 

cognicionis recuperauit), and he is therefore able to know Philosophia.
57

 Trevet expands 

William of Conches‘s commentary, a text Trevet was accused of plagiarizing by Pierre 

Courcelle, more than two-and-a-half times to 120 lines.
58

 Over half of Trevet‘s 

commentary on 1M3 is taken up with a detailed consideration of the names of the various 

winds of the world, where they originate, and the description of an elaborate chart 

illustrating their origins. Trevet is particularly interested in the disagreement among his 

authorities over what each wind is called. He finds that the names of the winds given by 

Isidore‘s Etymologies often differ from those in his other sources. Rather than simply 

omitting these differences as mistakes, he carefully includes the variant names. For 

example, the southern wind:  

   is called Auster, according to Isidore, or Nothus Auster according to  

   Seneca and Varro. … [The  northern wind] is called Septentrio,  

   according to Isidore, Seneca, and Varro. Truly, according to [everyday]  

   speaking it is usually called Aquilo.
59
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Trevet concludes that Boethius follows none of these authorities, but instead follows the 

―custom of vulgar Italian‖ (Boecius in nominacione uentorum magis secutus sit 

consuetudinem uulgarem Italie) in naming the two winds he mentions (Coro and 

Boreas).
60

 This aside allows Trevet to comment briefly on the nature of vulgate languages 

and the names for winds in their mother tongues (materna linguae). In his meditation on 

mother tongues he references two great scholar-kings, Charlemagne and Alfred the Great, 

the latter who wrote in Trevet‘s own English vernacular, both of whom called the north 

wind collateral aquilionis. Trevet‘s commentary does not simply work out Boethius‘s 

library of reference, although he does seek to do this, he also looks to later authorities on 

the subjects Boethius treats in order to develop an encyclopedic account of knowledge on 

these topics. In his gestures to the differences among his authorities, Trevet shows 

sensitivity to the difference of Boethius‘s historical moment and changing use of 

language across time and culture. This digression on the names of the winds has little to 

do with the Prisoner‘s understanding of Philosophia, the topic Trevet claims is the subject 

of the metrum, but it does show Trevet‘s intense interest in scientific cataloguing and 

historical accuracy. Indeed, we can imagine that these discussions of historical change, 

authority, and language might have influenced Chaucer‘s discussions of the same topics 

in Troilus and Criseyde, where the narrator famously mentions the changing historical 

customs and language; ―Ye know ek that in forme of speche is chaunge / Withinne a 

thousand yeer, and wordes tho / That hadden pris, now wonder nyce and straunge / Us 

thinketh hem‖ (II, 22-25).
61

 Trevet‘s discussion of the changing names of the wind 

provides a thoughtful example of such language change. 

  To explicate Boethius‘s ten lines of 1M3, a poem William of Conches found to be 
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nothing more than a simple allegory of the illumination of the mind, Trevet calls upon no 

less than eight sources: Aristotle‘s De meteoris; Isidore‘s Etymologies (one of his most 

frequently cited texts); Seneca; Varro; Vegetius‘s De re militari; Charlemagne (Karolus 

Magnus), whom Trevet quotes from Maynardus; and King Alfred.
62

 This plethora of 

sources reveals Trevet interest in secular human authorities, the differing accounts of 

human histories and language use. His attention to the differences between sources also 

may contribute to the care he takes in citation. Trevet is often careful to give book and 

chapter titles to specify where to find the passages he is citing. After discussing the 

names of winds, for example, Trevet turns to a technical discussion of their origins. 

Aristotle, ―the Philosopher in the third book of The Meteors‖ (philosopho tercio 

metheoum), tells us that there are twelve winds that correspond to twelve different zones 

of the world dividing the horizon with bisecting meridians, equinoxes, hymalis, and 

collaterals.
 63

 Each of these sections is separated from the others by twenty-four degrees 

and in each section a different wind originates. Trevet‘s careful explanation of these 

divisions is accompanied by an illustrative diagram (figura), one of many that are 

dispersed throughout the commentary, a feature that Pierre Courcelle, Trevet‘s great 

detractor, found extremely irritating. Trevet offers his first diagram in 1M2 to show the 

epicycles of stars as they move retrograde and goes on to include over ten elaborately 

detailed diagrams, explained in a clear but technical vocabulary. Given the astrological 

interest throughout his fiction—as in the elaborate date register in the introduction to the 

Man of Law‟s Tale—we can easily imagine Chaucer finding these descriptions of great 

interest. Perhaps he even took them as examples for his own technical writing and 

diagram explanation in the Treatise on the Astrolabe. Trevet‘s influence on Chaucer was 
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multifaceted, extending beyond discussions of philosophy to Chaucer‘s sense of history, 

science, and even technical writing.   

  Relatively few critics have examined the qualitative influence Trevet‘s 

commentary exerted over Chaucer. Mark Gleason, in one of these studies, tantalizingly 

suggests that ―Chaucer‘s glosses reveal… that he read Trevet not only to sift diction, 

define problematic terms, and ascertain narrative line, but also to hear Trevet discuss the 

philosophy and learning of the Consolation.‖
64

 I would further specify Gleasons‘s 

assertion to state that Chaucer read Trevet to hear the philosophy and learning of the 

early fourteenth century, since Trevet‘s interpretation of the Consolation and the learning 

that he discusses is often outside of what Boethius probably would have recognized as 

―of the Consolation.‖ Gleason‘s 1984 dissertation takes a view on Chaucer‘s poetry much 

in line with D.W. Robertson in A Preface to Chaucer. That is, Gleason characterizes 

Trevet‘s reading of Boethius as primarily interested in allegory and asserts that these 

allegorical readings influenced Chaucer‘s own construction of allegory in the Troilus.
65

 

He centers his study on the on the use of Boethian imagery in Troilus and a discussion of 

the Aristotelianism present in Trevet‘s interpretation of the famous Platonic hymn, ―O 

qui perpetua,‖ of 3M9. He uses this reading to suggest a model of Chaucer‘s 

understanding of transcendent versus earthly love in the Troilus. While I share Gleason‘s 

desire to bring more attention to Trevet, his characterization of Trevet as primarily an 

allegorical reader is inaccurate. Trevet turns to allegorical or integumental reading only 

rarely, and then almost exclusively for the purpose of circumnavigating Boethius‘s 

heterodox Platonic philosophies such as a belief in the preexistence of souls or the 

eternality of the world.  
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  In the 1980s and early 1990s Minnis published several monographs on Chaucer‘s 

Boece, its sources, and the influence of scholastic commentary on the work. The first of 

these, Chaucer and Pagan Antiquity (1982), offers the most extensive reading of Trevet‘s 

qualitative influence on Chaucer currently available. It examines how Trevet‘s 

Aristotelian ideas resonate through Chaucer‘s poetic constructions of pagan difference. 

Perhaps most pertinently, Minnis sees Trevet‘s preference for literal readings, as opposed 

to allegorical readings, as influential to Chaucer‘s understanding of pagan history. Very 

much in opposition to the conclusions drawn by Gleason in his dissertation, Minnis 

argues that Chaucer  

   wrote in the literal and historical sense, ignoring all the possibilities of  

   creating allegorical sense. Troilus and Criseyde and Knight‟s Tale are  

   located in historical time and place, not in the timeless land of ethical  

   verities research by moralizatio. … It is this liberal view of the pagan past  

   which is the very essence of Chaucer‘s historical sense and sensibility.
66

 

Minnis‘s study touches on many different topics within Trevet‘s reading of Boethius and 

its influence on Chaucer: Chaucer‘s approach to universal moral statements, the 

organization (divisio) of Trevet‘s arguments, and the logical approach of characters such 

as Troilus in his predestination speech. Minnis‘s subsequent collections on Boethius in 

the Middle Ages, The Medieval Boethius (1987) and Chaucer‟s Boece and the Medieval 

Tradition of Boethius (1993), challenged the entrenched notion that Trevet‘s commentary 

was nothing more than a plagiarism of William of Conches, and placed Trevet‘s 

respectful borrowings from his (probably anonymous) predecessor in their properly 
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scholastic context. These works have prepared the way for more scholars to tackle 

Trevet‘s immense commentary and to discover the new view of Boethius he offers. 

 

Trevet‟s Commentary 

 Trevet‘s work is encyclopedic in nature, using the words of Boethius‘s 

Consolation as an excuse to discuss everything from the cause of gray hair, to Greek 

theater, mythologies, and Aristotelian psychology. Chaucer seems to have found in 

Trevet‘s work and interests a kindred spirit, a fellow Englishman from his grandfather‘s 

generation, widely read and engaged with the world philosophically, historically, and 

scientifically. We can learn a lot about the character of Trevet‘s commentary by 

examining the accessus that opens his text. Copeland notes that ―the accessus ad 

auctores, as its name declares, is an introduction to the author; but we might say that its 

subtext is almost always an accessus ad commentatorem, an introduction to the 

interpretive strategies and interest of the exegete who takes possession of the text as an 

auctor.‖
67

 Trevet‘s accessus does eventually introduce his interpretive methodology by 

accounting for Boethius‘s Consolation in terms of the Aristotelian ―four causes,‖ but this 

is not how he begins. Trevet also eventually introduces us to Boethius and his biography, 

but the beginning of Trevet‘s accessus suggests that he is just as interested in telling a 

good story and human history as he is in the generic standards of commentative 

introductions. 

  Trevet‘s accessus is indicative of the lively nature of his work witnessed in his 

playful use of generic convention. Only thirty-nine words into this introduction to his 

magisterial, eight-hundred-plus pages, Trevet takes his commentary in a highly unusual 
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direction following what E.T. Silk has wryly termed ―a rhetorically elaborate and 

mediaevally modest apology for having written a commentary.‖
68

 Trevet‘s unusual move 

is to assert that he will begin his introduction with the history of the Ostrogothic emperor 

Theodoric, which he has drawn from diverse chronicles because it ought to be pleasing to 

his readers (historiam Theodorici regis Gothorum ex diversis cronicis collectam censui 

prelibendam).
69

 Trevet‘s accessus, then, begins neither as an introduction to the author 

(Boethius), nor as a direct introduction to Trevet‘s interpretive methodology for the 

commentary; rather it opens with a sort of accessus ad tyrannum, an introduction to the 

Consolation‘s villain, Theodoric.
70

 Yet the Theodoric who emerges from Trevet‘s portrait 

is hardly the monster we would expect of the emperor, Arian heretic, and murderer of St. 

Severinus, as Boethius was known. Trevet weaves the emperor‘s biography in such a way 

that Theodoric surfaces as a brave, even chivalric, leader. The Ostrogoth is well educated 

and urbane from his time spent at the Byzantine court of Zeno, valorous in battle against 

Odovacar, and a supportive patron of the arts and sciences—we are even presented with 

Theodoric‘s own words in the form of a verbatim letter, quoted from Cassiodorus, that 

Theodoric wrote to Boethius praising him for his learning and translation work. By page 

seven, however, Trevet changes his tune, describing Theodoric as an inhumanly cruel 

torturer and tyrant who was seen by a visionary hermit being thrown after his death, 

bound and shoeless, into a volcano by the ghostly spirits of Boethius‘s father-in-law 

Symmachus (also killed by Theodoric) and Pope John.
71

 Despite this less-than-dignified 

end, however, it is the intelligent and chivalric Theodoric who dominates the opening of 

Trevet‘s text and reveals that Trevet‘s foremost interest was not in the Saint who 

suffered, but in the worldly man whose historical presence leads us to battlefields and 



84 
 

exotic courts. That Trevet presents us with the well-rounded historical picture of 

Theodoric, and not simply the blackened account of a wicked heretic, displays Trevet‘s 

interest in history, an interest in situation and psychology that Minnis argues is 

transferred to Chaucer. With the knowledge that Chaucer frequently turned to Trevet‘s 

commentary many more times than is marked by the italicized glosses in the Riverside‘s 

Boece, I will examine in more detail the ways in which Trevet‘s interpretation of the 

Consolation strays from Boethius‘s probable intentions by offering interpretations based 

on the latest Aristotelian-Thomist learning.  

 Eventually, Trevet‘s introduction returns to a more traditional path of accessus 

composition. He offers the standard Aristotelian ―four causes‖ reading of the 

Consolation, tying the causes (material, formal, efficient, and final) to the full title of the 

book and etymologically parsing the meaning of Boethius‘s name.
72

 The accessus gives a 

reading of the four causes of the Consolation through a line from psalm ninety-three: 

―Consolaciones tue letificauerunt animam meam‖ (Your consolations gladden my soul). 

In the psalmist‘s words, Trevet identifies ―the four causes of this work, which in the 

beginning of books are accustomed to be examined and fully expressed.‖
73

 Trevet writes 

that the material cause, the subject matter, of the Consolation is consolation, ―for 

[Boethius] treats in this work the consolation of a miserable man who, on account of the 

loss of temporal things, is cast down in sadness.‖
74

 The formal cause (literary style and 

structure) is seen in the word tue, ‗your,‘ since ―the form of proceeding is a disputed 

discussion, for which a second person is required.‖
75

 Trevet proceeds in this way 

indentifying the efficient cause as Boethius‘s soul (anima), and the final cause as the joy 

of heaven and contemplation of the divine face. That Trevet significantly postpones these 
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tried and true accessus standards to elaborate first on the historical circumstances of the 

life of a heretic and the murderer of Boethius, however, tells us something about what 

sort of material Trevet considers pleasing (prelibendam) and what sort of story drew his 

interest.  

  As I noted above, very little of Trevet‘s commentary has been given the attention 

of close reading, and general statements about the text tend to focus on the text‘s putative 

Platonism or Aristotelianism. I will examine specific passages from Trevet‘s commentary 

that show the influence of a Thomist brand of Aristotelianism. There are many factors 

that mark Trevet‘s commentary as Aristotelian: his attention to literal readings, his 

frequent citation of ―The Philosopher,‖ his four causes accessus; but, most importantly, 

Trevet explicitly reworks Boethius‘s highly Neoplatonic ideas into Aristotelian 

philosophical paradigms. Before I continue, however, let me be very clear: I do not mean 

to suggest that Trevet was hostile to Platonic readings in the Consolation. While the 

Aristotelian bent of Trevet‘s commentary has been noted by many scholars, and indeed is 

difficult to miss, Trevet‘s reliance on ―the Philosopher‖ can be overstated, as both Minnis 

and Nauta are careful to point out.
 76

 This chapter concentrates on the Aristotelian-

Thomist aspects of Trevet‘s commentary, but in no way seeks to claim that Trevet was 

anti-Platonic. Like most medieval philosophers, including both Boethius and Aquinas, 

Trevet sought to smooth out the differences between Plato and Aristotle, rather than 

highlight them. I follow Nauta‘s tempered view of Trevet‘s Aristotelianism:  

   His interpretation often followed an Aristotelian-Thomist line, and was  

   influenced by the Oxford debates in the aftermath of the condemnations  

   by Tempier and Kilwardby witness [sic] also in his Quodlibets. Without  
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   neglecting or dismissing outright the Platonic-Augustinian tones of  

   Boethius‘ text, he tried to incorporate them into a Thomist framework.
77

 

Minnis and Nauta have chided scholars for their extreme insistence on Trevet‘s 

Aristotelianism. Nonetheless, while Trevet‘s is undoubtedly interested in and respectful 

of Plato, his Consolation commentary is heavily, roundly Aristotelian. 

  Trevet wrote his commentary at the end of a period of radical change at the 

universities. The second half of the thirteenth century saw the incredible growth of 

Aristotelian learning and its eventual decline from the astronomical heights to which it 

rose. The reception of Aristotle in the schools was marked by a mixture of enthusiasm, 

fear, and suspicion. It is helpful to divide the reception into three periods: 1) the early 

period, beginning in the twelfth century as translations of Aristotle began to trickle into 

the west from Arabic sources, up to 1252, when the ban on Aristotle‘s libri naturales was 

finally lifted at the University of Paris; 2) the flowering of Aristotle from 1252, when the 

Aristotelian corpus became required reading in the Faculty of Arts, until 1277 when 

Bishop Tempier at Paris and Robert Kilwardby at Oxford issued their famous 

condemnations of radical (Averroist) Aristotelianism and Thomism respectively, and 3) 

the period between 1277 until the early fourteenth century, which particularly at Oxford, 

witnessed an effort to reinstate the legacy of Thomist-Aristotelianism into church favor 

on the part of a group of devoted Dominicans.
78

 For the purposes of examining Trevet‘s 

relation to Chaucer, I am most interested in the third period. Trevet finished his 

commentary at the close of this final period, sometime around 1307, just as the focus of 

his order began to be occupied by intellectual concerns other than the reification of 

Thomism.  
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  In her monograph on early fourteenth-century Dominican treatments of modality, 

It Could Have Been Otherwise, Hester Goodenough Gelber argues that Trevet was not 

interested in the defense of Thomism so passionately undertaken by his teacher Thomas 

Sutton.
79

 Sutton was particularly concerned with the defense of Thomas‘s unicity of 

form, as witnessed by the treatises he wrote on substantial form (Contra pluralitatem 

formarum and De productione forme substantialis). Gelber calls Sutton ―the last of a line 

of defenders of Aquinas,‖ while finding that Trevet, ―unlike Sutton … dedicated his pen 

exclusively to works preachers and humanists would find rewarding.‖
80

 This view is also 

taken up by William J. Courtnay in Schools and Scholars, who asserts that ―Thomism, 

whether in the philosophical or theological sense, was not central to the writing [career] 

of Nicholas Trevet.‖
81

 Beryl Smalley does not characterize Trevet as a Thomist apologist, 

but neither does she place him in the same class as the Friars on whom Gelber focuses.
82

 

Smalley sees Trevet as a forerunner of the ―classicizing Friars,‖ those early fourteenth-

century mendicants produced commentaries on the great authors of Rome. Trevet 

anticipates this group, as the first person ever to compose a commentary on Augustine‘s 

De civitate Dei and the works of Seneca and Livy, but he was not of the group. Lodi 

Nauta, however, has persuasively argued that there is a vein of Thomist defense in 

Trevet‘s work. Trevet, then, seems perched on the cusp of two very different intellectual 

movements in his Order: the first primarily interested in reinstating Thomist arguments, 

particularly his affirmation of the unicity of form, and the second concerned with pagan 

philosophical works and interested in the uncertainty of time and temporality.  

  We can see some of Trevet‘s pro-Thomist sentiments by comparing the changes 

he made to the commentary on the Consolation composed by his predecessor William of 
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Conches. When Trevet finished his Consolation commentary sometime around 1307, the 

twelfth-century commentary by William of Conches was exceedingly out of date. The 

reacquisition of Aristotle and the philosophical and the literal interpretive revolutions that 

had accompanied it made William‘s venerable, but now old-fashioned, commentary ripe 

for re-tooling. Nauta characterizes William‘s philosophical moment as something of a 

dead-end: the ―generation of twelfth-century masters, living as they did just before the 

introduction of the Aristotelian corpus, were at the end of a cul-de-sac.‖
83

 William wrote 

his commentary sometime around 1120, 180 odd years before Trevet turned to the 

Consolation with a sharp eye for history and a template of new Aristotelian exegetical 

models.   

  We can tease out these interpretive changes by looking at Trevet‘s transformation 

of William‘s commentary on a single phrase of Boethius‘s 1P1.2-3, ―astitisse supra 

verticem‖ (there seemed to stand above my head). Here, at the beginning of the 

Consolation, Philosophia has just appeared to the Prisoner for the first time in the 

likeness of a woman standing above his head. Both William and Trevet use this reference 

to the head (verticem) as an excuse to display their knowledge of the make up and 

function of the brain. Nauta has commented on William‘s evident interest in natural 

philosophy witnessed by his insertions of ―long passages by way of exposition of 

Boethius‘ allusions to natural phenomena,‖ and he notes this passage in particular as an 

example.
84

 This is a tactic that Trevet too readily embraces, expanding and ‗modernizing‘ 

William‘s science and commenting on whatever catches his interest, scientific or not. 

William piously begins his gloss by citing a verse from Ecclesiasticus: ―the wisdom of all 

things has being from God‖ (omnis sapientia a deo habet esse).
85

 Wisdom is perfected by 
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three things: ingenium, ratio, and memoria which have their seat in various parts of the 

head. The biblical citation cements wisdom‘s origin in the divine, and seems placed at the 

beginning of his reading almost to counteract the physical description of the organs. 

William‘s labels the brain as follows: the cellula cerebri, in the front of the brain, holds 

the power of understanding, which is called fantastica (in prima parte capitis cellula 

cerebri in qua est uis intelligendi quae uocatur fantastica); in the middle of the brain lies 

the power of discernment; and the back of the brain is the seat of memory.
86

 William 

proves the locations of these various powers by noting that if a person is injured in only 

one part of their head (accepto in ea parte capitis vulnere) he or she loses the cognitive 

ability corresponding to that location and not the others.
87

 William then asserts that 

Philosophia stands above Boethius‘s head because philosophy makes the nature of man to 

rise above its normal human nature which is rational and mortal. Through the exercise of 

wisdom and virtue, helped along by philosophy, man is made rational and immortal.
88

 

The emphasis of William‘s commentary is on the transcendence of the mortality of the 

body, even the cells of the brain, which strive to become like a god (deificari).   

  Trevet borrows some material from William‘s commentary, but his account of the 

intellect is run through with a tempered Aristotelianism, which advances the doctrines of 

Thomas. Trevet here seems to be drawing particularly on question 76 of the first part of 

the Summa Theologica, where Aquinas discusses the union of the body and the soul. 

Trevet does not begin with a biblical quotation, indeed quotations from the Bible are 

rather scanty in his commentary compared to his use of Isidore‘s Etymologies or Hugutio. 

Trevet deploys a modifed version of William‘s statement: ―This should be considered, 

that wisdom completes the intellect, which is bound to no corporeal organ. Whence, just 



90 
 

as the seat of the intellect is not determined in the body, so neither is wisdom which 

completes itself.‖
89

 At first glance this change might seem of no consequence, but it bears 

the stamp of Thomas, who in arguing for his belief that the intellect is the form of the 

body, concedes by citing Aristotle that the ―intellectual power does not belong to a 

corporeal organ, as the power of seeing is the act of the eye.‖
90

 Thomas follows this 

assertions with the reaffirmation that, nonetheless, ―the intellect exists in matter so far as 

the soul itself, to which this power belongs, is the form of the body.‖
91

 Trevet‘s next line 

(which in the Latin is the same sentence) mimics the argumentative line of Thomas, by 

declaring that that mental content, even if the intellect does not belong to a corporeal 

organ, is dependent on the physical sensation of the body: ―but since intellectual activity 

depends on a certain sensitive disposition, likewise among the sensitive powers there are 

three which reside more immediately in the intellect, namely fantastica, estimativa and 

memoritiva.‖
92

 In Thomist thought, the uniquely human soul is identical to the intellect, 

and this soul-intellect is said to be the form of the body. That thing that we call a human 

is a combination of the soul and the body.  Thomas was very insistent about this 

intimacy, going so far as to say that when one prays to St. Peter in heaven, he should be 

more specific and to say that he prays to the disembodied soul of St. Peter, since that 

singular entity is not the same as the embodied St. Peter who existed in the flesh.  

  Here Trevet shows his true colors; the activity of the intellect, although not the 

completion of wisdom, depends on the sensitive powers which are themselves vital parts 

of the intellective soul in the body. Aquinas‘s interpretation of Aristotle touted the 

importance of physical sensation in the world as a primary, necessary, and dependable 

source for human knowledge. He believed that the things in the world emitted sensible 
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species which travelled to the various senses of the human body, for example the eye, and 

which were taken into the mind by the passive intellect in the form of a ―phantasm.‖
93

 

The active intellect then lifted the phantasm from the passive intellect and stored it in the 

memory. Thus, cognition for Aquinas was not the extreme passivity to the senses 

advanced by the Stoics—a doctrine Boethius very clearly condemns in 5M3—rather it 

was a back and forth of activity and passivity founded in different parts of the intellective 

soul with different cognitive functions. Here, prompted by nothing more than the word 

‗head‘ Trevet is able to advance his own philosophical ideas. 

  The three parts of the intellective soul Trevet identifies (fantastica, estimativa, 

memoritiva) bear a resemblance to Thomas description of the ―interior sensitive powers‖ 

in the Summa.
94

 Trevet defines the workings of each part of the intellect in terms of its 

function and manifestation in both men and animals, as does Thomas. Fantastica, 

according to Trevet, is able to apprehend sensible forms in the absence of sensibles 

(formas sensibiles apprehendit in absencia sensibilis) and thus is tied to the human power 

of imagination which ―composes and divides, just as the imagined form of gold added 

with the imagined form of a mountain thus forms a golden mountain in fantasy which 

never existed in the sense beyond.‖
95

 Although the image of golden mountains is 

originally from Aristotle, Trevet‘s discussion here seems influenced by Thomas‘s 

account of imagination ―which combines and divides imaginary forms: as when from the 

imaginary form of gold, and imaginary form of a mountain, we compose the one form of 

a golden mountain, which we have never seen.‖
96

 The function of this ―celle fantastik‖ 

has an afterlife in Chaucer‘s Knight‟s Tale, concerning Arcite‘s total body transformation 

into the appearance of the ―povre laborer‖ (II, 1376, 1409). Having assumed a completely 
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altered physical appearance and adopted an alter-ego, ―Philostrate,‖ Arcite attaches 

himself to the service of his lady, Emelye, where he passes as another person unknown 

for several years. It is within this seat of imagination that Arcite‘s transformative disease 

is engendered, and as we will see below, the fantastica is also implicated in other more 

dramatic transformations.   

  Trevet comments explicitly on the phenomenon of physical transformation and 

the philosophical problems it evoked for the nature of the human soul. In his commentary 

on Boethius‘s third metrum in Book 4 dealing with the fabulous account of Ulysses on 

the island of Circe, Trevet provides one of his more explicitly Thomist readings. Boethius 

ends the previous prosa with an account of how various vices make men retreat from the 

good and act like beasts—―Than folweth it that he that forleteth bounte and prowess, he 

forletith to ben a man; syn he ne may nat passe into the condicion of God, he is torned 

into a beeste‖ (Boece 4P3. 123-26). The influence of vice thus makes men analogous to 

animals. Philosophia claims that those who participate in wicked acts deny their own 

being, which Trevet explains with a gloss from Gregory‘s Morals that the ―devil is 

correctly said not to be since he recedes from the greatest essence [God], daily growing in 

lack, [man also] tends towards non-being because truly by [the devil] he is killed.‖
97

 By 

denying their highest being, men are degraded to appear like lower animalistic forms.  

  Philosophia then turns to sing about the enchantress Circe who transforms the 

bodies of Ulysses‘s men into beasts: boars, lions, wolves, tigers, and swine. Circe‘s 

magic entails a transformation that completely alters their physical appearance, but their 

minds remain unchanged: ―oonly hir thought duelleth with hem stable, that wepeth and 

bywayleth the monstruous chaungynge that thei suffren‖ (Boece 4M3.28-30). Trevet 
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spends essentially no time discussing the prosa account of the transformation of men by 

vice and sin, although he concedes that ―this transformation [is] worse than the fabulous 

transformations which are figured concerning the friends of Ulysses in metrum three,‖
98

 

but he is fascinated by the consequences of the metrum‘s account of the physical 

transformations of men into other animals while their rational capacities are maintained. 

He uses the opportunity to relate several other ―historical‖ stories of transformations 

related by Augustine, Apuleius, the Bible, and William of Malmesbury.  

  Scholastic philosophers were fascinated by such metamorphosis stories. Caroline 

Walker Bynum ties this interest in transformation to the newly technical account of 

change supplied by the reacquisition of Aristotle and his interest in the process of growth 

and disintegration.
99

 She argues that generally authors such as Albertus Magnus and 

Thomas Aquinas reject the historical truth of these transformations in a desire to ―protect 

the embodied human person from invasion by, or change into, other bodies.‖
100

 That is, 

the standard line on human metamorphosis concerned the work of devils and demons, 

who warped the minds of the people they influenced into thinking their bodies had been 

transformed. Trevet never exactly adopts the demon explanation of metamorphosis, 

although he comes close by equating the privational work of evil to the non-being of the 

devil. Eventually Trevet concedes that some of these apparently bodily transformations 

seem to originate in madness caused by an ―illusion of fantasy‖ (ex illusione fantasie) 

through a sort of group hallucination; ―it not only occurs for that man who appears other 

than he is to his very self, but even among other‘s senses.‖
101

 Trevet‘s approach to the 

problem of human transformation, however, is different than Bynum‘s characterization, 

in that he is not primarily interested in how the transformations might happen, but rather 
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in what would happen to the connection between the retained rational capacity of these 

people and their newly bestial bodies. His account of metamorphosis has the feel of a 

modern thought experiment. In the numerous examples of human metamorphoses Trevet 

details, he is primarily interested in the connection of the soul and the body: whether it is 

possible for the human body to be altered physically into the body of an animal while 

maintaining the human soul‘s rational capacity, that is, while the body retains the 

uniquely human intellective soul. Here Trevet shows his allegiance to the Thomist 

doctrine of unicity of form, the belief that the human body and soul are profoundly 

intertwined. This belief is opposed to the dualist stance of Boethius who believes that the 

body is nothing more than a prison for the soul. 

  Before we move on to Trevet‘s account of werewolves, magical cheeses and 

lakes, and dancing boys who turn into donkeys, it is necessary to pause and lay out 

Thomas‘s doctrine of unicity of form, already mentioned several times. According to 

Aquinas, following Aristotle, humans are not the only ensouled beings on earth. Every 

living being has a type of soul gradated in complexity: vegetative souls help plants and 

all higher forms grow and seek nutrients; the sensitive soul is present in all animals 

allowing beasts and men to be aware of their surroundings, flee from danger, and care for 

their young; lastly, the intellective soul, that is the rational soul, is reserved only for 

humans (and angels).
102

 The intellective soul alone is immortal. In her masterful work 

Aquinas, Eleonore Stump playfully notes that this belief makes humans ―the amphibians 

of the metaphysical world, occupying a niche in both the material and the spiritual 

realm.‖
103

 Thomas rejects the Platonic notion of the preexistence of souls in heaven, 

positing that the soul and the body are created simultaneously as a sort of amalgam; God 
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creates the human soul by giving shape to ―prime matter.‖ The soul functions as a 

configurer of this matter, in the same way that a seal or signet ring (the soul) shapes and 

gives form to hot wax. The human soul and body together form a unique and whole 

substance, bonded like hydrogen and oxygen in water to form a new substance, man. 

Although the body and soul are separable because the soul is immortal and the body is 

not, this separability is not the natural state of affairs but is a product of sin and death. 

The human soul is only whole and perfected, when it is connected to the body it 

configures;  

   no part has the perfection of its nature when it is separated from its whole.  

   And so since the soul is part of human nature, it does not have the  

   perfection of its nature except in union with the body …And so, although  

   the soul can exist and intellectively cognize when it is separated from the  

   body, nonetheless it does not have the perfection of its nature when it is  

   separated from the body.
104

 

This account clearly rejects the dualism advanced by Boethius and the Consolation. The 

human soul does not drive the mortal body like degraded prisoner in a flesh-machine 

from which it will someday be freed, rather each human body is uniquely tied to the 

human intellective soul that forms it.  

 From this doctrine one can begin to see that philosophical problems might arise if 

the human soul, particularly the rational or intellective capacity of the human soul, were 

said to remain when a person‘s body was transformed into the body of a beast. The 

Platonist who believes that the human soul is nothing but an interloper in the always 

already degraded prison of the body has a much easier time explaining the phenomena of 



96 
 

metamorphosis than does the Aristotelian-Thomist committed to the interconnection of 

the soul and the specific human body it configures. We can, in fact, see this distinction 

clearly by tracing the differences between William of Conches‘ response to the metrum 

and Trevet‘s response. William‘s reading is highly allegorical, he interprets Ulysses as a 

stand in for the wise soul‘s wandering journey; ―he battles temporal things through the 

sea of this life‖ (oppugnat temporalis per mare huius uitae).
105

 Circe represents the 

―fertility of temporal things‖ (fertilitate temporalium) that transforms the bodies of 

Ulysses friends into beasts because of their intemperate desires. Ulysses, however, does 

not change, ―since the fertility of temporal things does not change nor corrupt the wise 

man.‖
106

 Since William reads the story as an allegorical fable, there is no need for him to 

be concerned about how such a transformation would occur in the world. The soul, 

already a wayfarer in the human body, can just as easily be housed in the shape of a beast 

as in the flesh of a man. 

  Trevet‘s reading of the metrum is fascinated by the real-world consequence of 

such transformations. He wonders how the historical record which records so many cases 

of metamorphoses could be wrong and attempts to get to the bottom of how an actual 

transformation into a beast would work in the human body and soul. Boethius‘s assertion 

in 4P3 that vice changes men into animals was, according to Bynum, the source of the 

idea that such a metamorphosis could be metaphorical or allegorical. She sees a rise of 

interest in werewolves and metamorphoses in the twelfth-century, particularly noting the 

appeal of the so-called ―sympathetic werewolves‖ of romance tales like Marie de 

France‘s Bisclavret. These unfortunates, who were often cursed by witches, retained their 

rational capacity within their quadruped bodies, a move she claims ―attenuates the horror 
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of metamorphosis‖ by its emphasis on human reason.
107

 For Thomas, however, this 

hybridization of human and animal created a sort of philosophical horror for his 

particular account of the unity of form and body. Trevet‘s commentary on 4M3 suggests 

the philosophical problems such a transformation would entail.  

  Trevet‘s commentary shows its focus on the earthly realm by concentrating on the 

historical record and the actual possibility of such transformations. Trevet introduces the 

story of Ulysses on the island of Circe as a fable telling how Circe ―through songs and 

potions was in the habit of changing her guests into various beasts.‖
108

 Mercury gives 

Ulysses a special flower to protect him from Circe‘s magic, whereas his companions‘ 

bodies were changed while their minds remained whole (mens integra). Trevet identifies 

the tale as originating in Ovid‘s fables, but notes that in this story there ―is some fiction  

and some truth‖ (aliquid fictum et aliquid uerum). He then parses out the ―historical 

truth‖ (ueritatem hystoricam) from the fable. According to Isidore, says Trevet, Circe 

was a real magician and a beautiful woman. Likewise, Ulysses ―dwelled with this witch 

on a certain island according to historical truth, it extends to the kingdom of Thrace, 

where Ulysses was king, so says Alfred king in England.‖
109

 Here we find again one of 

the many citations of King Alfred‘s Anglo-Saxon Boethius as an authoritative source of 

information. Having examined the historical truth of the figures involved in 

transformations, Trevet turns to address whether or not the actual metamorphoses 

occurred.  

  To answer this questions, Trevet cites the frequently quoted passage on 

metamorphosis from the eighteenth Book of Augustine‘s City of God, not as an authority 

who attributes human transformation into animals to the power of demons, but to point 
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out the various other ―historical‖ transformations Augustine records: Diomedes‘s friends 

becoming birds; Arcadians who swim across a lake and become wolves for a time before 

returning to the shape of men; the story of Apuleius who took on the form of an ass but 

retained his human mind; and a story Augustine himself had heard of certain women in 

Italy who gave magical cheeses to travelers that transformed them into pack animals even 

as ―their rational human faculties were preserved.‖
110

 The preservation of the rational 

faculty, the uniquely human intellective soul, within the body of a beast is repeatedly 

stressed by Trevet and forms the bedrock of his interest in the passage. Trevet waxes 

credulous on these many transformations listed by Augustine, ―Now, it seems harsh to 

assert that there is no kernel of truth in statements that are so numerous and so extensive; 

and yet it seems much more difficult to admit that the rational soul can live on in the 

body of a beast, all of which seems to support what was recounted above.‖
111

 Here and 

elsewhere, Trevet‘s interest lies in tracing a careful map of the material and historical 

world, supported primarily by the human knowledge stored up in books. How could a 

phenomenon that is so well documented be wholly false, he asks?  

  From his Aristotelian-Thomist perspective, Trevet focuses on the connection, 

rather than the disconnection, of the body and soul. Trevet considers whether these 

metamorphoses could have happened in reality or only in appearance; if the bodily 

metamorphosis is real, he supposes, it must be either according to substance or accident. 

Trevet is particularly interested in the logical consequences of the change if it were 

according to substance since he believes this to be impossible. He talks through the 

possibility of this sort of change in a thought experiment:  

   But that it would be according to substance is impossible, since in such a  
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   transmutation a new form is introduced that is substantial. Under these  

   conditions, if a human body were substantially changed into the body of a  

   wolf, it would follow that the new form that is produced would contain the  

   substance of what makes a body a wolf‘s body, its form being the very  

   essence of a wolf. Of course, then it would also follow that the form that  

   made it a human body was discarded, and the rational mind would not  

   persist in the same way as is supposed in that type of transmutation. For  

   although it may be granted that there are many basic human forms and,  

   likewise, that the form that makes it a [human] body is different from the  

   intellectual faculty (mens intellectiva), nevertheless, a body with a form  

   different from that [the intellective faculty] is not a human body, or else  

   the same body must be a composite of two distinct forms, namely, the  

   form of a man and the form of a wolf, which not only is impossible but  

   also asserts a contradiction.
112

  

I quote this section at length to display how Trevet‘s logic is centered on the connection 

of the specifically human body and the intellectual part of the soul, that part belonging to 

humans alone. For Trevet, it is impossible to imagine the configuring intellectual soul 

coexisting in an animal body since, if this were the case, the soul would have failed to 

exercise its configuring function.  

  Trevet then uses the revealing analogy of numerical division, the splitting of the 

unity and wholeness of an integer, to show the intimate connection between the 

substantial form and the body: 

   Just as it is impossible for a single unique number to be divided into  
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   different numbers while retaining its original value, so too it is impossible  

   for a substance  to be rendered into different forms with a single unique  

   arrangement … Consequently it is entirely impossible for the human  

   intellectual faculty to be joined to a substance arranged such as is proper  

   to the form of a wolf, or even for events that necessarily affect a portion of  

   the substance proper to the form of a wolf to also affect a portion of the  

   substance proper to the intellectual faculty. Thus, transmutation as a result  

   of this kind of event is entirely impossible.
113

 

These arguments show the influence of Aquinas‘s unicity of form theory, as they depart 

from the common concerns about werewolves, demon possession, and animal human 

hybrids. Trevet rewrites William‘s allegorical explanation to argue for the impossibility 

that the intellect could reside in the shape of a beast.   

  Having certified the impossibility that such a transformation could have occurred, 

he then addresses the question of how to make sense of the copious records of such 

accounts given their historical inaccuracy. His solution to this conundrum focuses on the 

subjective nature of human sensual experience and the mystery of the faculty of 

fantastica, which combines the images of our sense experience in unusual ways. He 

considers a few other ―historical‖ examples of similar transformations often discussed in 

scholastic accounts of metamorphosis. The most common is the transformation of King 

Nebuchadnezzer, who, Trevet tells us, in Daniel 4 is said to have eaten hay like a cow, 

having been cast away from human society. His body grew hairs ―like eagle feathers‖ and 

he grew claws ―like bird claws‖ (capilli eius in similitudinem aquilarum crescerent et 

ungues eius quasi ungue auium).
114

 Trevet, however, finds nothing in the account of the 
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Biblical story to suggest anything like the total bodily transformations described by 

Boethius and Augustine, so he attributes the King‘s change to ―having been infected‖ 

(infectum), ―deformation of the shape‖ (deformacionem figure), or madness (convenit 

furiosis et freneticis). Alternately, Trevet suggests that these transformations might be 

caused by some problem of fantasia, the same faculty that ―represents something other 

than it is‖ in sleep, through the use of drugs, or in the insane. Here again, Trevet draws on 

Augustine‘s City of God, but he wholly skips Augustine‘s discussion of the place of 

demons in these happenings, preferring to focus instead on empirical reality and the 

science of faculty psychology.  

  Trevet concludes his discussion of these metamorphoses by citing a fellow 

English historian, William of Malmesbury‘s Chronicles of the Kings of England. He turns 

to William‘s story of a young actor who is taken in by two old ladies of dubious character 

who promptly make him appear to be an ass. The boy loses the use of his speech but 

retains his intelligence unable to free himself. The ass-boy eventually chews through a 

leather strap that is holding him captive and plunges himself into a lake wherein his 

human shape was restored. Trevet offers no more philosophical comment on this final 

story of metamorphosis. Having reveled in recounting these fantastic tales, Trevet leaves 

us with a short moral before moving on to his word-by-word exegesis of the poem: 

―Many other examples are at hand in diverse writings and books to be read, in which 

evidence is shown of how man‘s fantasy is able to dupe and trick him, so he should shun 

with loathing and refrain from it at present.‖
115

 Even if Trevet advises us to avoid these 

tales, he himself seems to have read quite a few of them, and perhaps quite a few more 

than he quotes in his commentary.   
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  The commentary on 4M3 shows Trevet balanced between two different 

Dominican exegetical traditions: the defenders of Thomas exemplified by Sutton and the 

group of classicizing friars who were more interested in secular commentaries, history, 

and issue of modality. These are interests very much shared by Chaucer. If Boethius is 

often thought of as a philosopher of fortune and providence, as his semi-autobiographical 

Consolation shows us, he is also aware of the mundane remembrance of history. Boethius 

rhetorically shapes his own historical self-image for posterity in a text that is ostensibly 

about the futility and degeneration of all earthly things. Trevet as he reads Boethius 

provides careful catalogues of earthly winds, vigilant citations of source texts, and a 

sensitivity to historical change and historical possibility. That Chaucer was captivated by 

the Consolation of Philosophy is evident in the extensive treatments and reworkings the 

text gets in so many of his texts. Yet, as I hope to show, here and in my subsequent 

chapters, the Boethianism Chaucer read through Trevet, was not the same Boethianism 

Lee Patterson characterized in Chaucer and the Subject of History as ―a mode of 

judgment that stands outside and apart from a historical world it weighs in the 

philosophic balance and finds wanting.‖
116

 It is a Boethianism everywhere concerned 

with human histories, and one that celebrates and acknowledges the different 

perspectives, languages, and experiences of each of God‘s unique souls—and the body 

that soul informs.  

  In the subsequent chapters on the Knight‟s Tale and Troilus and Criseyde, I 

examine how Trevet‘s discussions of the temporal world and the human subject‘s 

experience in that world influenced Chaucer‘s poetic explorations of the past and the 

future. Turning to the Knight‟s Tale, I look to the differing function of memory and 
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memorializing for a Boethian philosopher and for a chivalric Knight. Trevet‘s 

Aristotelian-Thomist reading of Boethius‘s Platonic Recollection offers an interesting 

point of difference between these two philosophies while also demonstrating Trevet‘s 

careful attention to historical and cultural difference and the variable modes of perception 

and interpretation. Trevet‘s interest in preserving the historical record echoes in the 

Knight narrator‘s laments on his own Tale as a ―remenant.‖   
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Chapter Three 

Remenants of Things Past: Memory and the Knight’s Tale 

 

 As old stories tell us, the arts of memory were created when Simonides of Ceos, 

the sole survivor of a tragic roof collapse, was able to name the identities of corpses 

mangled beyond recognition by remembering the locations (loci) of his dead friends 

around a dinner table.
1
 Since its inception the practice of mnemonics has been shaped by 

both tragic death and persistent survival. Chaucer‘s Knight’s Tale, the beginning of the 

Canterbury project, also opens with a scene of death and survival. The widows of Thebes 

petition Theseus to reclaim their husband‘s corpses who lie as anonymous ―bodyes on an 

heep‖ (I, 944).
2
 Patricia Clare Ingham notes that ―Chaucer‘s Knight tells a Tale about 

death,‖ but as much as the Tale is about the corpses littered throughout the Knight‘s 

imaginative landscape, it is also about the survivors whose living voices memorialize 

what remains of these dead.
3
 The Knight‘s adaptation of what ―olde stories tellen us‖ (I, 

859) is marked by his anxious desire to preserve those ancient narratives of war and 

chivalry by remembering them properly, and to forget the traumatic images of the 

battlefield he remembers all too well.  

  In the first of many narratorial interruptions of the story, the Knight dubs his Tale 

a ―remenant,‖ a word the MED glosses as a ―left over,‖ a ―remainder,‖ and a 

―survivor‖—both the remains of the past and the survivors who are obligated to mourn 

and remember those remains.
4
 This double meaning suggests a play between loss and 

persistence that is well suited to the Knight‘s conflicted narrative stance and the themes 

of loss and memorializing that shape the Tale. This chapter examines the Knight’s Tale as 



105 
 

a meditation on the ambiguous status of memory as a form of ―remenant,‖ a force marked 

by loss and preservation that inhabits a liminal space between presence and absence.  

Many critics have commented on the forceful presence of the Knight narrator in 

the Tale. Yet even critics attentive to the narrator, such a H. Marshall Leicester (The 

Disenchanted Self) and Lee Patterson (Chaucer and the Subject of History), have yet to 

recognize fully the extent of the Tale‘s engagement with medieval memory theory. 

Although critical accounts of the Tale have commented on the ―replayed‖ quality of 

many of the Knight‘s most striking images, they have most often done so in the service of 

readings concerning the decline of chivalry in Chaucer‘s time, turning to the content of 

the Knight‘s memories rather than the process of memorializing he dramatizes.
5
 Louise 

O. Fradenburg observes that ―[o]f central importance to Chaucer‘s poetry is the struggle 

to remember.‖
6
 The desire to remember, however, mixes with the memorializing impulse 

of the mourner who is, as Fradenburg argues, ―as much engaged in acts of forgetting as in 

acts of commemoration.‖
7
 I argue that the Knight’s Tale shows a struggle between 

remembering the dead and the desire to forget them in order to exorcize from memory the 

mangled corpses of the battlefield. Elizabeth Scala‘s work explores the shadowland of 

absent, unspoken narratives hidden behind the descriptive edifices the Knight erects. For 

Scala, the Knight’s Tale is built around a series of central absences. Reading contra Helen 

Cooper, who posits the Tale as an ―ideal beginning‖ for the Canterbury project, Scala 

places the origins of the Tale ―as much in what the Knight cannot say, or chooses not to 

say, as in what he actually does narrate.‖
8
 This recognition of a traumatic narrative 

absence at the heart of the Tale allows us to identify the memorial functions of the Knight 

as an agent of both remembering and forgetting. Scala‘s reading helps shift our focus 
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away from how the Knight controls his aesthetic object or exercises political power and 

onto how he shapes his own memories.  

  Concentrating on the Knight‘s narration as a performance of memorializing, I 

argue that the Knight presents a Boethian attitude towards the potential of human 

memory, insofar as memory preserves something of the past either in imagistic mental 

phantasms or in words. In the Boece, Philosophia expresses ambivalence regarding 

human language as a site of frailty and decomposition, while conceding nonetheless that 

language offers a means to achieve some consolation. She connects remembrance with 

fame and history, both of which entail the individual in a ―second deth‖ (Boece 

2M7.29)—the death of historical memory when an individual‘s name is completely 

erased from the linguistic record. This under-recognized component of Boethius‘s 

argument forces us to rethink the status of the Knight‘s memorial voice as he strives to 

preserve what ―olde stories tellen us‖( I, 859). The notion of the second death asks us to 

question the final lesson of Theseus‘s ―First Mover‖ speech—that men should seek ―[to] 

dyen whan that he is best of name‖ (IV, 3056) so that posterity will remember them—

which closes out the Tale. 

  The function of memory is critical to the argument of the Consolation, which is 

premised on the ability of the Prisoner to remember the philosophical lessons he has 

forgotten after suffering ill fortune. Boethius‘s text is committed to a vision of memory as 

Platonic ―Recollection,‖ a doctrine that believed mental content was gained through the 

process of anamnesis, in which the soul ―remembers‖ the perfect wisdom it contained in 

heaven before it was shackled in the body.
9
 This Platonic vocabulary of remembering and 

forgetting, as well as the understanding of memory it signifies, is critical to the 
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contemptus mundi argument of the Consolation. As I argued in Chapter 2, to understand 

Chaucer‘s engagement with Boethius we must historicize his reading of the Consolation 

in the commentary of Nicholas Trevet. Trevet shifts Boethius‘s Neoplatonic terms to 

reflect an Aristotelian-Thomist model of memory in which the memory acts as a 

storehouse of each body‘s unique experiences in the world. Trevet interprets Boethius to 

argue that memories are the leftover images (phantasms) of sensation and sensual 

experience, an idea that marks a point of creative contention between Boethius and his 

commentator. Aristotle and Thomas describe the mind as a collection of memorial 

images, which in order to be communicated to others, must be given voice by human 

language or modeled imaginatively in art. The vision of memory presented by Trevet, 

which (as I will show) Chaucer transfers into the Knight’s Tale, is thus multiply tied to 

human art and artifice, to images mental, graven, and poetic. The numerous anxious 

intrusions of the memorial voice of the Knight-narrator into the Tale, I argue, serve to 

focus our attention on his mind, the aestheticized mental interior of a man whose 

chivalric career makes him singularly capable of presenting the both beautiful and 

horrifying images of the Knight’s Tale.  

 The Miller’s Prologue stresses the pilgrims‘ consumption of the Knight’s Tale as 

an aestheticized object to be placed in the mind, a ―noble storie … worthy for to drawen 

to memorie‖ (3111-3112). The Riverside Chaucer glosses ―to drawen‖ as ―to remember,‖ 

but the word also evokes the practice of medieval mnemonics as a type of visual arts. The 

Tale‘s rich ekphrastic descriptions, distinct architectural spatiality, and lengthy oratories 

will be literally drawn into the memories of the pilgrims: pulled inside, interiorized, and 

sketched out as with a mental quill.
10

 Medieval mnemonics, particularly the practice of 
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loci or the placing of memorial images within interior architectural spaces stored the 

visual imagines of sensual experience in the mind and ordered these images for quick 

recall.
11

 The Knight‘s visually structured presentation of absent things—particularly clear 

in his ekphrastic descriptions of the temples in Book 3 of the Tale—is legible as a form 

of literary mnemonics. There is an immense critical deposit on the functions of order in 

the Tale, instigated by Charles Muscatine‘s influential reading of the Tale as a battle 

between order and chaos. Muscatine aligns the Knight‘s creation of a ―richness of detail 

far in excess of the demands of the story‖ with an aestheticizing stylization of the chaotic 

world into a ―poetic pageant [and] a complex design.‖
12

 This theme of order is frequently 

read through the political power of Theseus or the Knight‘s struggle to control the telling 

of his story, but the richly ordered details of the Tale also evoke the arts of memory as an 

aesthetic ordering of the mind‘s mental interior.  

  The Knight’s Tale places in opposition two very different attitudes towards 

memory and memorializing, the chivalric and the Boethian. These two competing 

ideologies of memory create ambivalent desires in the text, the characters, and the 

narrator. Theseus‘s ―First Mover‖ speech has been read as the philosophical culmination 

of the Tale and an assurance of order in the world. More specifically, however, it is a 

speech about death and memory. Theseus‘s admonition to cease grieving and to celebrate 

the glorious dead flies in the face of his Boethian vision of the world as a fleeting site of 

loss and forgetting. Although well ordered, the Knight‘s memorializing is also fraught by 

his ambivalent Boethian attitude toward linguistic preservation: to expiate the dead from 

his memory, which teems with their images, the Knight must give them voice, must name 

the dead and memorialize them, but in doing so his living voice itself becomes haunted 
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by ghosts whose demand to be remembered can be satisfied only if he continues to allow 

them to live on in his narratives. 

  

 Recollection and Memory in Chaucer’s Boece and Trevet’s Commentary 

  Vincent J. DiMarco in The Riverside Chaucer calls the Knight’s Tale a ―chivalric 

romance of a philosophical complexion,‖ an image that evokes not the rosy glow of a 

courtly lady, but the sallow pallor of a clerk.
13

 Indeed, as I will show, the philosophical 

and the chivalric are often at odds in the Tale. These two competing ideologies seek to 

establish priority in the story the Knight narrator presents. The Knight’s Tale is 

considered a philosophical work in large part because it is run through with echoes and 

quotations from Boethius‘s Consolation of Philosophy. Having been imprisoned by duke 

Theseus for no apparent reason, the two protagonists, Arcite and Palamon, lament their 

predicament in highly stylized speeches drawn from the Consolation (I, 1234-74, 1281-

1333).
14

 At the end of the Tale, following many wild reversals of plot and fortune, the 

whole of Athens mourns the death of Arcite. Theseus attempts to comfort his grieving 

people with more philosophical speechmaking inspired by the Consolation (IV, 2987-

3093). These three speeches are only the most concentrated moments of Boethius‘s 

influence in the Tale, which at every turn offers observations on fortune, providence, and 

chance. Many critics have explored these aspects of Boethianism in the Knight’s Tale,
15

 

but my reading offers a new vision of the Tale’s Boethianism tying the memorial 

concerns of the Tale with the much commented on theme of order and the narratorial 

idiosyncrasies of the Knight. 

   Early in the Consolation, Boethius advances a homology between memorializing 
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language and mortality, the metaphor of the ―second deth.‖ Condemning the fleetingness 

of fame, Philosophia calls the cessation of the ―fayre wordes‖ and ―fewe lettres‖ of 

memorial narratives the ―seconde deth‖: ―yif ye wene to lyve the lengere for wynd of 

yowr mortel name whan o cruel day schal ravyssche yow, than is the seconde deth 

duellynge unto yow‖ (Boece 2M7.22, 21; 2M7.26-29). The concept develops a sort of 

Boethian historiography that aligns the verbal technologies of remembrance (books, 

speeches, illustrious tales of fame) with mortality while conceding that language does 

contain some prosthetic power to extend living memory beyond the bodily death of the 

individual. This brief reprise in words, however, involves one in a second form of 

mortality, which occurs when all memory of the individual is erased from history. Like 

bodily flesh that becomes decrepit with age and decays after death, stories of famous 

men, Boethius suggests, are also subject to decomposition and mortality. This double 

nature of technologies of remembrance is exemplified in Philosophia‘s speech on the 

emptiness of human glory, which once again records the names of those famous men 

(Brutus, Fabricus, Cato) whose ―thynne fame yit lastynge of here idel names‖ (Boece 

2M7.20) is meant to illustrate the power of time to whittle away narrative histories. This 

revelation of linguistic decay injects death into all human communication, highlighting 

the contradiction within Boethius‘s philosophic method, which premises Philosophia‘s 

consolation on the power of language to assuage the suffering brought on by mutability. 

Boethius seems to suggest that the technologies of preservation that we reach for to 

assuage the fear of death quite literally reinscribe us within a second paradigm of 

decomposition.  

 Making a full display of his academic knowledge, Chaucer glosses the term 
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―second deth‖ in the Boece by borrowing material directly from Trevet's commentary: 

“Glose. The first deeth he clepeth here departynge of the body and the soule, and the 

seconde deth he clepeth as here the styntyng of the renoun of fame‖ (2M7.30-33).
16

 

Chaucer‘s gloss defines the term and differentiates Boethius‘s meaning of second death 

from the more prevalent use of the term in Revelations. There, the second death describes 

the torments visited upon the wicked in hell.
17

 At the end of the Canterbury Tales, the 

Parson vividly describes this other form of the second death, as a ―deeth withoute deeth 

… ende withouten ende, and defaute withoute failynge. / For hir deeth shal alwey lyven, 

and hir ende shal everemo bigynne‖ (Parson’s Tale 212-15). After death—as in life, if 

we note Boethius‘s account of evil as privation of being in Books 3 and 4—the damned 

inhabit an ontological and temporal betweeness marked by the coexistence of 

contradictory states: life and death, end and beginning, lack and persistence. Reconnected 

to the physical sensation of their bodies, they nonetheless exist outside of time, forever 

writhing in the pain of death-throes without dying.  

  These two second deaths might seem opposed: whereas Boethius‘s second death 

ends the individual‘s suspension in language, where he continues to haunt the world in 

books and on other people‘s tongues, the second death of Revelations traps the individual 

in bodily pain, wracked by physical sensations that no words or cry for help can 

ameliorate. The damned are barred from the ―book of life,‖ beyond both its language and 

its consolations. In spite of their differences, however, these two second deaths both 

pinpoint a haunted, structural space ―between two deaths‖ where the individual persists 

―nat fully quyke, ne fully dede‖ (I, 1015)—to borrow a phrase from the Knight’s Tale 

used to describe Arcite and Palamon when they are first introduced as they are pulled 



112 
 

from a pile of anonymous corpses on the battlefield. 

  In his famously Boethian ―First Mover‖ speech, Theseus frames this inbetween 

linguistic remembrance as an honor bestowed on the worthy Knight who  dies ―in his 

excellence and flour / Whan he is siker of his goode name‖ (IV, 3048-9). Writing on the 

sacrificial enjoyment of chivalry, Fradenburg comments on the power of Theseus‘s 

speechmaking to re-frame the terrible death of Arcite as a blessing. That is, through 

symbolic sublimation his gruesome bodily death can be transformed into the life-giving 

gift of fame, the gift of being remembered.
18

 Citing Theseus‘s statement that death is best 

for knights with ―moost honour‖ when they are ―best of name‖ (IV, 3047, 3056), 

Fradenburg identifies Arcite‘s cry of ―mercy‖ at the moment of his death as a ―‗second 

death‘ in the sense of that moment when the subject‘s being as signifier, the subject‘s 

constitutive absence is most fully registered.‖
19

 Fradenburg draws her vocabulary of the 

―second death‖ from the work of Jacques Lacan, not Boethius, unknowingly tracing a 

point of contact between psychoanalytic theory‘s discussion of the linguistic basis of 

subjectivity and the Knight’s Tale‘s critique of the ambivalently Boethian mnemonic 

power of language.
20

  

  In The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, Lacan develops his notion of the second death 

primarily through the figure of Sophocles‘ Antigone, who is confronted with a parallel 

trauma to that which opens the Knight’s Tale: a king‘s refusal to allow the dead of 

Thebes to be buried. Lacan describes the second death as a disjunction between the self 

and the signifying system that produced the self. Lacan‘s Catholic upbringing makes him 

well aware of the Biblical precedent of his term. He introduces the second death through 

the angelic commandment in Revelation 10:10 to ―‗eat the book‘ what does it mean?—if 
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it isn‘t that the book itself acquires the value of an incorporation, the incorporation of the 

signifier itself.‖
21

 The infinite metonymy of the symbolic network, the incorporation of 

which (eat the book) inaugurates the speaking subject, is radically incommensurate with 

the irreplaceability of each individual, and yet it is precisely the human relation to the 

symbolic which enables men and women to speak and record their individuality beyond 

the natural, instinctual cycle of death and birth experienced by other animals.  

  Only the human species shows care in its symbolic treatment of the dead, an 

observation Lacan invokes in relation to Antigone‘s rejection of Creon‘s decree that the 

Theban dead remain unburied: ―The fact that it is man who invented the sepulcher is 

evoked discretely. One cannot finish off someone who is a man as if he were a dog … it 

can be seen that Antigone‘s position [her refusal to obey Creon‘s decree that her brother, 

Polyneices, not be buried] represents the radical limit that affirms the unique value of his 

being.‖
22

 The incorporation of the symbolic creates the individual and her personal 

history but also inevitably involves the subject in the ‗second death,‘ precisely that death 

of the symbolic self. Through the interaction with the symbolic we can know that we will 

die;  

   we can have a relationship to death, to come to know our death through 

   our relationship to the signifier in its most radical form. It is in the  

   signifier and insofar as the subject articulates a signifying chain that he  

   comes up against the fact that he may disappear from the chain of what he  

   is.
23

  

Waiting to be cut off from the chain of being articulated as a chain of words, Lacan‘s 

second death is experienced as a relational process of anticipated disappearance, an 



114 
 

awaiting ―between two deaths.‖
24

  

  Although we know we will die, only the extraordinary, the tragic figure, fully 

confronts the second death before the death of her body. Slavoj Žižek describes the 

second death as follows: ―symbolic death, the annihilation of the signifying network, of 

the text in which the subject is inscribed, through which reality is historicized … the 

ahistorical possibility implied, exposed by the process of symbolization / historicization: 

the possibility of its radical effacement.‖
25

 Antigone‘s radical rejection of the symbolic 

network of social ties she inhabits becomes for those who watch her suffering and 

rebellion an aesthetic experience, ―an illustration of the death instinct.‖
26

 Distracted by 

the beauty and horror of her rejection of the social system, we can glimpse the shadow of 

the trauma of radical extinction she covers over, the traumatic kernel of that Thing, or the 

nothing, beyond the symbolic. By telling the story of her suffering, she lives and dies 

again in the remembrance of narrative, perpetually suffering in the impossibility of ever 

truly reaching that second death of total symbolic absence. Lacan‘s second death, then, 

like Boethius‘s, is experienced as a ‗betweeness‘ of narrative and body, an anticipation of 

absence lived presently as suffering.   

  Theseus‘s First Mover speech unwittingly emphasizes the contradictions between 

the chivalric ideal that fame can make you known through time and can compensate for 

the loss of the body and the Boethian revelation of the fragility of human remembrance. 

According to Boethius, ―althoughe that we han knowen the fayre wordes and the fames 

of hem, it is nat yyven to knowen hem that ben dede and consumpt. Liggeth thanne stille, 

al outrely unknowable, ne fame ne maketh yow nat knowe‖ (Boece 2M7.21-26). Boethius 

asserts that a disconnect remains between the symbolic remembrance of the dead and our 
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knowledge of them; we may know the fair words that represent them, but we cannot 

know them. Theseus‘s speech begins with images of the constant, unstoppable change of 

the temporal realm: stones wear down to pebbles, rivers run dry, towns grow and fade, 

and every man and women ―moot be deed, the kyng as shal a page‖ (IV, 3030). This 

constant change is grounded, however, in an origin story, a shared history of the whole 

temporal world bound together and stabilized by a ―faire cheyne of love‖ (IV, 2988). 

Moreover, this shared origin in the First Mover ―nedeth noght noon auctoritee t‘allegge, / 

For it is preeved by experience‖ (IV, 3000-01). The Mover preserves and stabilizes the 

world, but this preservation does not itself need to be remembered in books (―noon 

auctoritee‖). Each individual can come to know their shared history and origin in the First 

Mover solely through their personal experience with no need for authoritative histories. 

Every person can ―seen at ye‖ that ―he hath so wel biset his ordinaunce / That speces of 

thynges and progressiouns / Shullen enduren by successiouns, / And nat eterne‖ (IV, 

3016, 3012-14). The ―wel biset‖ ordinance demands that the individual die, but 

nonetheless preserves the human species in successive generations.  

  This Mover prioritizes the preservation of the species rather than the individual, 

but Theseus quickly reaffirms the chivalric ethos of singular fame by demanding that 

friends celebrate and remember the individual dead. The structure of successive 

generations means that each individual should ―maken vertu of necessitee‖ and strive to 

die when he is most famous so that his name can endure through the generational 

successions (IV, 3042). It is the responsibility of ―freend[s],‖ Theseus tells us, to 

remember the fallen dead and preserve their names through time. A man has most honor  
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To dyen in his excellence and flour, 

Whan he is siker of his goode name; 

Thanne hath he doon his freend, ne hym, no shame.  

And gladder oghte his freend been of his deeth,  

Whan with honour up yolden is his breeth, 

Than whan his name appalled is for age, 

For al forgeten his vassellage. (IV, 3048-54)  

The living friend ought to be glad that his companion dies young and famous, for now his 

name will not fade with age as his living body would have. This friend, moreover, is 

obligated not to mourn but to remember the dead gladly and preserve his name in lively 

tribute to the fallen.  

  At the end of the speech, Theseus chides Palamon and Emelye for their continued 

mourning, their ―grucchen‖ against the loss of Arcite and their ―hevynesse‖ (IV, 3058), 

which do not do proper justice to the memory of their friend. Elizabeth Edwards has 

attended to the work of mourning in the Knight’s Tale, arguing that the pagan setting 

allows for a resolution to the work of mourning not possible in the Christian culture of 

death.
27

 In particular she contextualizes the medieval culture of mourning in sermons 

based on Job 19:21, ―Have Mercy on me / Ye ϸat my frendis be, / For ϸe hand of God 

hath touched me,‖ which stress the obligation of ―frendis‖ to pray for the dead.
28

 She 

notes that these words ―reverberate throughout the liturgy not only in sermons but in 

every Office of the Dead.‖
29

 Theseus‘s speech replaces the obligation of mourning with 

the obligation of celebratory memory. 

 Although all of the cadavers we encounter in the Tale—Arcite‘s and the many 
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anonymous corpses—are equally dead, an honorable name allows Arcite to live on in 

language and in memory, surviving linguistically for a posterity that never knew his 

living self. The grand spectacle of Arcite‘s funeral ensures his properly memorialized 

individuality set in opposition to the heaps of nameless corpses that litter the battlefields 

at the beginning of the Tale. But Arcite‘s status as ―best of name‖ also traps him 

parasitically in the memories of other people who ―grucchen‖ and have ―hevynesse‖ over 

his death. As Theseus notes, in death Arcite seems to do nothing more but make the 

living miserable. Yet it is difficult to blame Palamon and Emelye for their negative 

ruminations on Arcite‘s death, since he died in such a spectacular and tragic way. The 

emotional drama of Arcite‘s final scene is pointed; the triumphal ―joye of daun Arcite‖ 

upon winning the tournament is (literally) cast down in the space of a few moments by an 

infernal fury who jolts him violently from his horse, crushing his chest: 

   His brest tobrosten with his sadel-bowe. 

   As blak he lay as any cole or crowe, 

   So was the blood yronnen in his face. 

    Anon he was yborn out of the place 

   With herte soor, to Theseus paleys. 

   Tho was he korven out of his harneys 

   And in a bed ybrought ful faire and blyve, 

   For he was yet in memorie and alyve, 

   And alwey criynge after Emelye. (IV, 2690-99) 

The impact of the fall is so powerful he must be carved from his body armor; despite his 

body‘s fractured state, his ―memorie‖ remains intact and cries after for the woman he 
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loves.  

  Jill Mann‘s Boethian reading of the Knight‟s Tale calls Arcite‘s death a ―blow, 

but not a crushing one;‖ she places authority and consolation in Theseus‘s speechmaking, 

which shows ―an acknowledgement of the powers of chance and a readiness to adapt to 

it.‖
30

 But Emelye and Palamon do not adapt to Arcite‘s death as easily as Mann has. 

Having witnessed this terrible and traumatic scene, Emelye and Palamon then watch as 

Arcite slowly dies from his grotesque chest wound, which the narrator describes in 

captivated detail. Helpless and silent, they receive Arcite‘s final words, in which he 

promises to haunt Emelye—―To yow, my lady, that I love moost, / But I biquethe the 

servyce of my goost‖ (IV, 2768-9) —whom he claims ended his life, ―myn hertes lady, 

endere of my lyf!‖ (IV, 2776). These are experiences that are hard to forget and 

memories that weigh on the mind. Such emotionally straining experiences would cause 

anyone to experience a heaviness and a difficulty in exorcizing the resultant memories.  

  Indeed, Thomas Aquinas suggests that there are several techniques that aid 

memory retention, one of which is by imagining striking mental images dealing with 

grotesque experiences; 

   when a man wishes to remember a thing, he should take some suitable yet  

   somewhat unwonted illustration of it, since the unwonted strikes us more,  

   and so makes a greater and stronger impression on the mind; … Now the  

   reason for the necessity of finding these illustrations or images, is that  

   simple and spiritual impressions easily slip from the mind, unless they be  

   tied as it were to some corporeal image, because human knowledge has a  

   greater hold on sensible objects.
31
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Next, if images are to be easily recalled, they should be interesting and emotionally 

pointed: ―we must be anxious and earnest about the things we wish to remember, because 

the more a thing is impressed on the mind, the less it is liable to slip out of it. Wherefore 

Tully says in his Rhetoric that ‗anxiety preserves the figures of images entire.‘‖
32

 By 

witnessing Arcite‘s death in the context of such emotional upheaval, it is no wonder that 

Emelye and Palamon cannot cease their ―grucchen;‖ the traumatic and shocking event 

perfectly fits Thomas‘s recommendations for images that will not easily be forgotten.  

Theseus attempts to assuage the burden of Arcite‘s death with the joy of marriage in an 

ending that feels foreshortened after so much strife and trouble. Having given an account 

of the interminable medieval practice of mourning, Edwards sees Theseus‘s final pagan 

speech and the marriage he constructs between Palamon and Emelye as a way out of the 

Christian‘s perpetual obligation to the dead, but this characterization of the ending of the 

Knight‟s Tale seems overly optimistic to me. Theseus may tell Emelye and Palamon not 

to mourn Arcite, but he charges them with the difficult task of transforming their 

mourning into rejoicing for Arcite‘s ―best name,‖ which demands to be remembered in 

the minds and voices of surviving friends who will preserve him from the ―second deth.‖ 

  In Chaucer and Pagan Antiquity, A.J. Minnis compares Theseus‘s First Mover 

speech to Trevet‘s comments on Boethius‘s ―second deth‖ metrum. Trevet states that 

virtuous men need have no concern for earthly glory and fame because ―being in heaven 

they will scorn all earthly things and consequently care nothing for human glory.‖
33

 

Minnis argues that by juxtaposing the Boethian rejection of earthly glory with Theseus‘s 

praise of fame, which he claims Chaucer‘s readers would have identified as a form of 

false felicity, ―Chaucer was bringing closer to the surface the principle of historical and 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/10321a.htm
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cultural relativity which, [Minnis] suspect[s], underlies Boccaccio‘s treatment of his 

pagan warlord in the final book of Il Teseida.‖
34

 Minnis attributes the belief in cultural 

relativity to an underlying theme in Boccaccio, but this idea is also consistently advanced 

by Trevet, who seems fascinated by the variety of history and culture, despite his claim 

that humanity need have no concern for earthly history and glory. In the previous prosa 

(2P7), Boethius argues that earthly fame is circumscribed by the vast expanse of earth, 

the variety of languages, the differences in customs among people, and the ravages of 

death and time. Ever interested in the variety of human experience and cultural 

difference, Trevet‘s commentary punctuates with descriptive examples Boethius‘s 

assertion that fame cannot spread or last in part because what one culture celebrates as 

glorious another condemns. Trevet notes: 

   Among the Sithios it is judged praise-worthy to eat ones‘ dead parents lest  

   they are eaten by worms in the earth, which among others is considered  

   accursed. Similarly, to marry a wife of near blood among some is  

   commanded by law, and among others forbidden by law. Similarly, even  

   to kill a sixty-year-old father and to drown the powerless and many similar   

   things among some is praised and among others is reproached.
35

 

Trevet does not seem to pass judgment on these differences, but respectfully records them 

as testaments to the variability of human experience and the subjective nature of glory 

and duty. What one culture deems a dutiful and honorable action towards the dead, to 

consume the cadaver, another finds disgusting. The Knight‟s Tale emphasizes the specific 

cultural duties to the dead that obligate the pagan characters. The Knight narrator is 

interested in the widows who perform ―obsequies, as was tho the gyse‖ (I, 993), the 
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―grete clamour and the waymentynge / That the ladyes made at the brennynge / of the[ir 

husband‘s] bodies‖ (I,995-95 ), and the lengthy spectacle of Arcite‘s funeral. But these 

rites, so altered in the Knight‘s own time, ensure nothing for the individuals they were 

meant to commemorate. Because we cannot know how cultures will change over time 

anymore than we can know what glorious actions or stories the disparate cultures 

spanning the earth will find worth preserving, Trevet suggests, we should not seek after 

earthly fame. For all the remembering of the dead, whether they are eaten, burned, or laid 

away in books the Boethian dictum remains: ―it is nat yyven to knowen hem that ben 

dede and consumpt‖ (Boece, 2M7.23-4).  

  Yet we would be remiss to think that Trevet, himself a consummate historian, is 

more committed to this Boethian dictum than is Theseus or Chaucer. Despite Trevet‘s 

caution about the powerlessness of history to record and the relativity of what people 

choose to remember, Trevet does his best to fight historical forgetting by providing 

lengthy stories of the three once-famous men Philosophia mentions as examples of 

individuals whose names are fading from the historical record. Trevet paradoxically 

illustrates that ―after death their fame failed to remain in memory except among a few‖ 

by taking up almost two-thirds of the entire commentary of the ―second deth‖ metrum in 

retelling stories of their lives. He cites several works by Seneca and Virgil‘s Aeneid in 

order to retell and preserve detailed histories of these people (Brutus, Fabricius, and 

Cato) whom time has supposedly forgotten. Trevet connects the written problems of the 

historical record with fame: ―the duration of fame is intertwined with another thing; it is 

in writings that fame of deeds is transmitted to posterity.  But such writings fail on 

account of scarcity of scribes or when even the very writings themselves are deficient and 
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thus fall into oblivion.‖
36

 Although writings do fail, the gigantic effort Trevet himself has 

undertaken to record and preserve historical memory in his over 100,000-word 

commentary suggest that he is not willing to watch this decline of the historical record 

with passive disinterest.  

  In Prologue G to The Legend of Good Women Chaucer similarly argues that 

books are of ―remembraunce the keye‖ (26). That is, they are objects that house for us the 

experiences of past peoples that we ourselves will never see with our own eyes. Chaucer 

opens the text by noting that no living man has witnessed either heaven or hell, but 

nonetheless people are certain that these places exist; not even St. Bernard, he exclaims, 

has experienced everything. Thus, Chaucer continues, men must believe in more than 

they have witnessed with their own eyes, ―Men shal nat wenen every thyng a lye / For 

that he say it nat of yore ago‖ (LGW 12-13). Because of our lack of experiential 

knowledge of all the varieties of life, and particularly of the absent past, men have turned 

to books to store and transfer knowledge and experiences to one another:  

   Thanne mote we to bokes that we fynde,  

   Thourgh whiche that olde thynges ben in mynde,  

   And to the doctryne of these olde wyse,  

   Yeven credence, in every skylful wyse,  

   And trowen on these olde aproved storyes  

  …  

   And if that olde bokes weren aweye,  

   Yloren were of remembrance the keye.  

   Wel oughte us thanne on olde bokes leve, 
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    There as there is non other assay by preve.  

   (Legend of Good Women 17-21, 25-28) 

This passage also shows that Chaucer believes personal experience is transferred through 

the historical record. The immaterial mind that guards our personal memories finds its 

material manifestation in writings that pass on our experiences to subsequent generations 

who never knew the ―olde wyse.‖ Both Trevet and Chaucer link the things we find in 

books with ―olde thinges ben in mynde,‖ or rather with the experiences that were in the 

minds of people now long dead. Rita Copeland reads this episode from the Legend of 

Good Women as a vernacular co-option of the historical deposit once guarded by 

encyclopedic academic texts like Trevet‘s commentary: ―vernacular text takes over 

academic discourse not simply to appropriate cultural privilege but to assume the 

function of guarding history and memory, to provide a ‗key of remembrance‘ to the 

classical past.‖
37

  

  As the heaviness of Emelye and Palamon well show, however, not all 

remembrance is positive or helpful. The second death that awaits the man who is ―best of 

name‖ can also haunt the friend who remembers him. The key of remembrance can 

unlock unpleasant memories. Chaucer‘s interest in the harms of remembering is 

witnessed in the storytelling of the Knight narrator. Muscatine saw the Knight‘s narration 

as an assertion of order over chaos, others have reacted more like Mark Sherman, who 

argues that ―the credibility of the argument for a politically and providentially stable 

world made in the tale is subverted by the very means of its telling.‖
38

 In the Knight‘s 

narration we see contradictory impulses to come to the end of his Tale and to expand the 

grisly scenes most closely tied to his personal memories as a soldier, such as the 
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evocatively detailed description of Arcite‘s gruesome death (IV, 2743-2808), the head-

bursting, bone-smashing battle in the lists (IV, 2599-2657), and the eerily realistic 

account of death and suffering painted in the temple of Mars (III, 1975-2050). This 

ambivalent memorial relation to the act of storytelling is legible in the idiosyncrasies of 

the Knight‘s narration, which repeatedly force his unique consciousness to the forefront 

of the Tale and set the stage for Chaucer‘s exploration of the ―remenant‖ as the leftover 

memories of the past we must make peace with in the present. The Tale‘s obsession with 

the inadequacies of language to commemorate the dead or console the living links the 

―remenant‖ ―fayre words‖ and ―fewe lettres‖ bequeathed to us from the past with what 

remains of the human subjects they memorialize and revivify partially, postponing their 

second death until human forgetfulness claims them.  

  The importance of memory in the Knight‟s Tale and the Boece lies much deeper 

than the second death; the trope of remembering is integral to the early books of the 

Consolation, where Philosophia utilizes the pervasive metaphor of darkness to show that 

the Prisoner has ―forgotten himself‖ as well as forgetting both Philosophia and the 

consoling thoughts she embodies. He has ―dreynt in overthrowynge depnesse, dulleth and 

forleteth his propre clernesse, myntynge to gon into foreyne dirknesses‖ (Boece 1M2.1-

4). The function of memory and its place in cognition, however, marks an important point 

of distinction between Trevet‘s interpretation of the Consolation and Boethius. For 

Boethius, who advocates the Platonic doctrine of Recollection, remembering serves as a 

conduit for all the mind‘s knowledge. Plato did not believe that the senses brought 

reliable information into the mind, but rather that the senses were a source of mental error 

brought about by the clouded nature of the body.  
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  Socrates provides a dramatization of Recollection in Meno, where he seeks to 

prove that knowledge is innate in the mind and can be accessed though remembering. He 

asks an ignorant slave-boy a series of mathematical questions. Guided by Socrates‘s 

questioning, the boy correctly answers the geometrical queries. The conclusion drawn out 

of this demonstration is that the boy already knew the simple arithmetic and merely 

needed to Recollect his knowledge through the Socratic dialogue. Trevet cites this 

episode from the Meno in his commentary as an example of the importance of instruction 

and teaching. But while his citation of the text displays his erudition, he does not concede 

to Recollection.
39

 Plato‘s understanding of Recollection is premised on the transmigration 

of souls. Knowledge resides latently in the soul but is forgotten when the soul is housed 

in the body. Access to this knowledge is (re)gained through Recollection, which 

philosophical conversations enable. Hence, the whole of Philosophia‘s dialogue with the 

Prisoner is a dramatization of Recollection, of the Prisoner remembering himself and his 

proper place in the universe. This concept of cognition, which casts the human body as a 

prison of darkness and forgetting, is often considered indicatively Boethian.  

  By Trevet‘s time, however, Recollection was not a viable Christian theory, for it 

required the preexistence of souls in heaven. To make these views palatable to his 

Christian audience, Trevet consistently uses the philosophies of Aristotle and Aquinas to 

temper Boethius‘s Neoplatonic doctrines. Trevet‘s comments on Recollection also 

showcase his own commentative agenda within the vigorous debates at Oxford in late 

thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries.
40

 Unlike Recollection, which asserts that all 

persons have the same latent storehouse of ―forgotten‖ knowledge waiting to be tapped, 

the Aristotelian-Thomist model argues that mental content is dependent on sensation and 
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personal experience, brought into the mind through the senses and the action of 

―phantasms,‖ which are produced by the interaction of the sensitive and intellective souls. 

Consequentially, each person‘s mind is the built-up deposit of unique memories based on 

his or her physical and emotional interactions with the world. It is this model of cognition 

that Trevet advances and that Chaucer uses to make sense of Boethius‘s philosophies. 

  One of Trevet‘s clearest anti-Recollection statements occurs when Philosophia 

muses on the shared origin of all men, ―God your auctour and yowr makere‖ (Boece 

3M6.11-12). Philosophia paints an image of the soul‘s confinement in the body, where 

God ―encloseth with membres the soules that comen from his heye sete‖ (Boece 3M6.6-

8).
41

 Making a gesture we will shortly become familiar with, Trevet dismisses this turn of 

phrase by noting that it is stated using the figurative language common to Plato:  

   It is said in the accustomed way of the Platonists [that is, figuratively not  

   literally]. Although it has sound understanding (sanum intellectum), it  

   ought not to be thought that souls are created in heaven and thence fall  

   into bodies, as Plato seems to say and certain others following him—such  

   as Macrobius, in book one of the Dream of Scipio—, rather they [souls]  

   are created in the very bodies.
42

  

Trevet asserts that we often cannot take the words of Platonists literally, because, if we 

do so, we are left with an unsound or insensible meaning. Roundly rejecting preexistence 

of the souls, Trevet makes a gesture towards the Thomist doctrine of unicity of form, that 

souls are created in their very bodies.  

 The metrum in which Trevet interprets the Platonic doctrine of Recollection as 

nothing more than an excessive use of figurative language on the part of Boethius (and all 
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Platonists) is the most heavily glossed metrum of the Boece. Chaucer‘s translation 

captures the spirit of Recollection, including its pervasive metaphors of light and 

darkness that are so central to the Consolation. For instance, the Prisoner seeks 

knowledge ―withynne hymself [by] the lyght of his ynwarde sighte,‖ he identifies the 

body as ―bryngynge the weighte of foryetynge,‖ and he even characterizes learning as 

―no thing elles thanne but recordeth [remembering], as men recorden thinges that ben 

foryeten‖ (Boece 3M11.3-4, 28-9, 45-7). Chaucer‘s translation of Boethius, however, is 

broken up by lengthy paragraphs from Trevet. Kate O. Peterson suggested that these 

glosses appear simply to rephrase the poem.
43

  A close examination of the glosses, 

however, reveals that they consistently ‗translate‘ Boethius‘s metaphorical images into 

the literal terminology of cognition, which Chaucer borrows directly from Trevet:
44

 

  Whoso that seketh sooth by a deep thought, and coveyeth not to ben  

   disseyvid by no mysweyes, lat hym rollen and trenden withynne hymself  

   the lyght of his ynwarde sighte; and let hym gaderyn ayein, enclynynge  

   into a compas, the longe moevynges of his thoughtes; and let hym techyn  

   his corage that he hath enclosid and hid in his tresors al that he compasseth  

   or secheth fro withoute. And thanne thilk thing that the blake cloude of  

   errour whilom hadde ycovered schal lighte more clerly than Phebus  

   hymself ne schyneth. Glosa. Whoso wol seke the depe ground of soth in  

   his thought, and wil nat ben disseyvid by false proposiciouns that goon  

   amys fro the trouthe, lat hym wel examine and rolle withynne hymself the  

   nature and the propretes of the thing; and let hym yet eftsones examinen  

   and rollen his thoughtes by good deliberacioun or that he deme, and lat  
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   hym techyn his soule that it hath, by naturel principles kyndeliche yhud  

   withynne itself, al trouthe the whiche he ymagineth to ben in thinges  

   withoute. And thanne al the derknesse of his mysknowynge shall [shewen]  

   more evydently to the sighte of his undirstondynge  than the sonne ne  

   semeth to the sighte withoute-forth. (Boece 3M11.1-27) italics original  

In the gloss from Trevet, here italicized following the Riverside Chaucer‘s practice, 

Chaucer changes the common Consolation metaphor of the ―mysweyes,‖ or the wayward 

path, to the literal ―false proposiciouns that goon amys fro the trouthe.‖ In addition, the 

―rollen and trenden‖ of the ―lyght of ynwarde sighte‖ becomes an examination of the 

―nature and the propretes of the thing,‖ and to ―gaderyn ayein‖ becomes ―deliberacioun.‖ 

Chaucer translates the ―tresors‖ and ―cloude‖ into Trevet‘s terms as the processes of 

hidden ―naturel principles‖ and ―mysknowynge.‖ He also borrows Trevet‘s technical 

scholastic vocabulary, coining new English words to discuss this difficult topic in more 

formal and elevated academic language, such as ―principles,‖ ―deliberacioun,‖ 

―ymagineth,‖ and ―proposition.‖ Chaucer‘s use of Trevet‘s gloss transforms the 

allegorical vocabulary of Recollection into the literal language of mental functioning. 

This interpretive move to cast Boethius‘s text as an allegory whose figurative language 

must be made plain follows Trevet‘s unusual exegetical solution to circumnavigate 

Boethius‘s heretical view that cognition occurs through Recollection.  

 In order to what explain what Boethius means when he describes Recollection, 

Trevet characterizes Boethius as unduly influenced by Plato‘s use of poetic license. 

Trevet states that he will read 3M11 through the veil of integumentum, that is 

allegorically, and not as literally about remembering and forgetting. In fact, Trevet 
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roundly rejects Recollection in his gloss: ―Plato is using [the word ‗forgetful‘] in an 

unusual sense. For no one is called ‗forgetful‘ (immemor) except in respect of that which 

he previously had in his memory …. Likewise, in that he says ‗recalls‘ (recordatur), this 

is an unusual [i.e., figurative] way of speaking.‖
45

 Trevet targets Recollection‘s 

terminology of remembering and forgetting as part of the figurative language of Plato. 

With very few exceptions, however, Trevet‘s commentary reads Boethius literally, an 

interpretive method indicative of the new Aristotelianism of the thirteenth century.
46

 If 

we look at Trevet‘s twenty-odd discussions or mentions of Plato, he almost always 

attributes problematic Platonic doctrines advanced by Boethius (the eternality of the 

world, the world soul, Recollection, the preexistence of souls) to a misunderstanding of 

Plato‘s poetic language on the part of Platonists and not to the philosophical errors of 

Plato himself. Trevet observes that Boethius ―especially in the metra, where he preserves 

the poetic habits by using Platonic words, which are acceptable with a sound 

understanding,‖ follows the ―habit of poets to use fables and integuments and frequently 

with improper phrasing.‖
47

 The very few times that Trevet resorts to integumental or 

allegorical reading are always in response either to the ―poetic habits‖ of Plato‘s language 

or to offer euhemeristic readings of mythological stories, often from Ovid.
48

  

  At the start of his commentary on 3M11, Trevet claims that Plato‘s poetic style 

has caused ―many following him [to be] deviated from the truth, although [Plato] may 

perchance have had a good understanding of it.‖
49

 Poets like Plato and Boethius, Trevet 

continues, use ―fables and integuments‖ (fabulis et integumentis), but this figurative 

language can be clarified by the philosophical transparency of Aristotle who can give a 

―sound understanding‖ (sanu intellectu) to the ―improper words‖ (verbis impropriis) of 
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Plato: for example, ―in order to understand what [Boethius] is saying here, it ought to be 

noted that, according to the Philosopher [Aristotle], in the first book of De Anima ….‖
50

 

Chaucer‘s inclusion of glosses from Trevet‘s commentary on this metrum, discussed 

above, also functions to lift the veil of figurative integument from Boethius‘s text, and in 

doing so authorize Trevet‘s reading of Recollection as a metaphor, not a literal statement 

of philosophy. Moreover, Chaucer‘s engagement with Trevet‘s reworking of Boethian 

ideas of memory marks this subject as a point of philosophical interest for the poet of the 

Knight‟s Tale.     

 The Aristotelian model of memory is given its fullest account in the De Anima, 

the text Trevet cites to help us understand Boethius. In De Anima Aristotle argues that 

sensation creates mental images of the things sensed. Trevet advances his Aristotelian 

view of cognition by asserting that the immaterial, intellective part of the soul is 

dependent on the ―the sensitive powers … namely fantastica, estimatiua and 

memoritiua,‖ a cellular model that appears directly in the Knight‘s characterization of 

Arcite as disturbed in his ―celle fantastik‖ (II, 1376).
51

 To bring images into the mind, 

―sensible species‖ must enter the human eye (or another sensing organ) and cause the 

passive part of the intellect to take on the form of the object sensed—this produces a 

―phantasm.‖ The active intellect abstracts a likeness of image from this phantasm. 

Thomas Aquinas argues that mental content is acquired through the communication of 

the sensitive and intellective soul sensation by means of phantasms:  

   the higher and more noble agent which [Aristotle] calls the active intellect,  

   … causes the phantasms received from the senses to be actually  

   intelligible, by a process of abstraction. According to this opinion, then, on  
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   the part of the phantasms, intellectual knowledge is caused by the senses.  

   But since the phantasms cannot of themselves affect the passive intellect,  

   and require to be made actually intelligible by the active intellect, it cannot  

   be said that sensible knowledge is the total and perfect cause of  

   intellectual knowledge, but rather that it is in a way the material cause.
52

 

The phantasm ―abstracted‖ as a likeness, or image, is deposited into the memory, which 

acts as a sort of gallery of images of corporeal things in the mind. Fantastica is the 

faculty that allows for this process of phantasm. Trevet calls it the seat of imagination, in 

which one apprehends ―sensible forms in the absence of sensibles‖ (formas sensibiles 

apprehendit in absencia sensibilis) and combines these representative images in 

surprising and artistic ways. Importantly, phantasms are marked by whatever emotions 

are experienced as sensation occurs. The estimatiua attaches these emotional contents, or 

intentiones, to the mental images.
53

  

  An Aristotelian understanding of cognition has been used by critics of the 

Knight‟s Tale to understand how Palamon and Arcite fall in love with Emelye after 

gazing on her from their prison cell. Accounts of medieval optics and love sickness in 

Carolyn P. Collette‘s Species, Phantasms, and Images (2001) and Norman Klassen‘s 

Chaucer on Love Knowledge, and Sight (1995) utilize a basically Aristotelian 

understanding of cognition and sensation to make their arguments. Collette in particular 

is attentive to the function of imagination in lovesickness, which makes the ―victim a 

prisoner of his own imagination and his own faculty of sight. …the idea of love as a 

restrictive obsession contributes to the pervasive metaphor of life as a prison, for love 

leads to the surrender of self and loss of self-control.‖
54

 Collette reads the description of 
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how Palamon is ―hurt right now thurghout myn ye‖ in the detailed terms of medieval 

optics drawn from the scholastics (I, 1096). She ties the lovers‘ obsession with gazing at 

Emelye to the ―Boethian‖ lesson that their immoderate passion for the false visions of 

this world makes their lives a prison. In general, she sees the Knight‟s Tale as an 

exploration of the theme of the limited function of earthly sight. Norman Klassen concurs 

that the Knight‟s Tale offers a ―keen awareness  of the limitations of viewpoints based in 

this-worldly experience. This awareness in turn leads to metaphysical considerations also 

in terms of sight.‖
55

 These readings make use of one part of cognition, that is, sensation 

and imagination, my reading focuses on the function of memory.  

  The medieval practice of mnemonics exploits this emotional content of memory, 

as we saw earlier when Thomas recommended that memorial images be imprinted with 

strong emotions to ensure they are easily recalled. Images with strong emotional 

components become deeply imprinted in the mind and are more easily remembered, or 

more difficult to forget. The memoratiua cell remembers things of the past 

(recordacionem preteritorum), and can be actively used to ―investigate memory as if 

syllogistic of things past‖ (quasi sillogistice preteritorum memoriam inquirit). Indeed, 

scholastic philosophers were much concerned with properly ordering the memory and 

controlling it with reason. Left to its own devices the memory could be a wild place, 

combining images in strange ways as in dreams or leading the individual to imagine 

things that were not true. Trevet‘s description of the memoritiua cell as syllogistic 

characterizes memory as primarily a faculty to be ordered, like the hierarchical 

propositions of a syllogism.
56

 The Aristotelian-Thomist version of cognition, in contrast 

to Recollection, asserts that each mind is a personal storehouse of images and feelings. 
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This view of mental content is important to the poetic project of the Canterbury Tales, 

which seeks to interrogate how stories are shaped and told by the individual 

consciousnesses of the pilgrim narrators. Chaucer‘s clarification of how memory works 

points to an investment in the Aristotelian-Thomist schema legible in the Knight 

narrator‘s emotionally charged narration of scenes one might commonly experience in a 

chivalric career.  

The Knight Narrator and the Remenant of Memory.   

  In ―The Struggle Between Noble Design and Chaos,‖ Robert Hanning argues that 

Chaucer ―makes us painfully aware of [the Knight‘s] difficulties as an amateur 

storyteller, … inviting us to equate Theseus‘ problems in seeking to control the realm of 

experience with his pilgrim-creator‘s trials in seeking to control the realm of art.‖
57

 

Hanning asks us to equate the world of experience with the world of art. As I have shown 

in the previous section, for Chaucer these two worlds are closer than they might at first 

appear, since the human mind functions as a memorial gallery of images of experience in 

the world. In this section, I turn to look at the Knight narrator and his difficulties with 

storytelling. I argue that the ―trials‖ the Knight experiences in controlling the realm of art 

are a product of his tumultuous memory which figures forth nightmarish images and 

―derke ymaginyng[s]‖ he cannot help but recall (III, 1995). The traumas of war seep into 

his narration of the noble deeds and famous names of Theseus, Arcite, and Palamon, 

showcasing his ambivalent relation to storytelling, which is marked by a simultaneous 

desire to remember and forget. 

  At the very beginning of the first of the Canterbury Tales, having narrated only 
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sixteen lines of his story, the Knight interrupts himself in an eighteen-line interjectory 

lamentation that overpowers his storytelling from the outset and grounds his narrative 

persona in concerns over memorializing the past. This interruption functions as a 

microcosm of the Knight‘s narrative idiosyncrasies, focusing our attention on his mind 

and the various phantasmic ―remenants‖ it contains. In this interjection he seems to 

struggle with how exactly he will represent those pieces of the past verbally, with how he 

will tell his story. 

   And certes, if it nere to long to heere,  

   I wolde have toold yow fully the manere 

   How wonnen was the regne of Femenye; 

   By Theseus and by his chivalrye; 

   And of the grete bataille for the nones 

   Bitwixen Atthenes and Amazones; 

   And how asseged was Ypolita, 

   The faire, hardy queene of Scithia; 

   And of the feste that was at hir weddynge, 

   And of the tempest at hir hoom-comynge; 

   But al that thyng I moot as now forbere. 

   I have, God woot, a large feeld to ere,  

   And wayke been the oxen in my plough.  

   The remenant of the tale is long ynough. 

   I wol nat lettern eek noon of this route; 

   Lat every felawe telle his tale aboute, 
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   And lat se now who shal the soper wynne; 

   And ther I lefte, I wol ayeyn bigynne. (I, 875-92)  

In this disruption, the Knight bemoans his inability ―fully‖ to tell the Tale in the time he 

has left, suggesting opposed desires to include all of the material available to him and to 

keep what he has to say short. The Knight expresses nearly twenty times in the poem his 

desire for brevity or the worry that his story is too long—and these many ruminations on 

length and haste work to lengthen his Tale. Abbreviation evokes a sense of loss in the 

Knight. As Theseus leaves behind his new wife to fulfill his obligation to the remains of 

dead knights, so too the Knight often breaks off narrating what remains of the story to 

lament metapoetically on his Tale as itself a form of remains. The Knight‘s first such 

interruption also marks his first use of occupatio—a trope that works to abbreviate the 

story by describing, albeit obliquely, the details it purports to omit.
58

 The Knight‘s 

frequent use of occupatio emphasizes a tension central to the Tale and his telling of it—

that narratives work both to compose and decompose the subjects they memorialize. This 

anxiety over the ambivalent preservation enacted by narrative is the same anxiety 

expressed in the notion of second death. Although occupatio is meant to serve an 

abbreviating function within the Knight‟s Tale, as his story progresses the expansive 

thrust of the trope begins to win out. In the later books, the details the Knight ostensibly 

wants to omit lengthen as the descriptive details expand and become ever more specific, 

particularly as he narrates scenes of death and violence. 

  In his opening interjection, the Knight compares his storytelling to the exhausting 

act of plowing a field; he has ―a large feeld to ere / And wayke been the oxen in my 

plough. /The remenant of the tale is long ynough‖ (I, 886-89). This metaphor has been 
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much commented on and is often considered an oddly humble turn of phrase for the 

noblest pilgrim in the Canterbury group. Although the term ―feeld‖ would have had rich 

associations for a Knight, both as the site of martial contact, the ―field of battle,‖ and as 

the ―field‖ of a heraldic shield, I believe that this field image traces a space of contact 

between the Knight‘s chivalric experience and the practice of mnemonics, which also 

utilizes an agrarian vocabulary.
 59

 Augustine, in his musings on memory in Confessions, 

for example, styles his memory as a field sown with experiences or a palace through 

which he can wander: ―I come to the fields and vast palaces of memory, where are the 

treasuries of innumerable images of all kinds of objects brought in by sense-

perception.‖
60

 Later he laments the burden such a memorial field can become: ―truly, O 

Lord, I toil with this and labor in myself. I have become a troublesome field that requires 

hard labor and heavy sweat.‖
61

 The battlefield and the field of memory overlap in the 

mind of Chaucer‘s Knight, for as the General Prologue tells us the Knight has sown 

many memories ―[a]t mortal batailles‖ (61). He has killed, ―ay slayn his foo‖, and 

undoubtedly he has witnessed many deaths and much suffering alongside ―chivalrie / 

trouthe and honour, freedom and curteisie‖ (General Prologue, 63, 45-46). But most of 

all, the Knight himself has survived more than fifteen battles, battles at which many other 

men died. The ―verray, parfit gentil knyght,‖ in his gypon ―bismotered‖ by the chain mail 

he wears, as a survivor is also himself one of the remenant. Critics have shown a 

fascination with the biography of Chaucer‘s Knight, an interest perhaps most clearly seen 

in the debate concerning his personal morality and whether he is a wicked mercenary or a 

perfect gentleman.
62

 The portrait of the Knight stresses his lengthy and variegated 

chivalric career, and it is this knowledge of his past that we bring to the Tale. The 
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metaphor of plowing the field directs us to something that remains buried in the mind of 

the Knight, asking us to look at what his plow unearths in its furrows as he winds his way 

through the story and over his particular field of memory. 

  What the Knight‘s plow overturns is the ―remenant of the tale,‖ what remains of 

the story he is telling. The characterization of his Tale as a ―remenant‖ suggests an 

ambivalent narrative ontology, casting the Tale as a lacking ―leftover‖ from a past 

narrative that was once more whole, but also as a ―survivor‖ that persists even as it is 

defined by the loss of what was not preserved. The notion of the ―remenant‖ takes many 

forms in the Tale: the mental images left over from past sensation sowed in the memorial 

field, the ―olde stories‖ that are composed and decomposed by retellings, and even the 

human corpses that silently demand the memorial attention of the living. The Knight‘s 

narration, itself a ―remenant,‖ is marked by the haunted contents of his unique memorial 

storehouse as he attempts to give voice to the memorial images in his mind, a task he 

undertakes even while recognizing the inadequacy of such memorializing. Critics have 

identified the Knight‘s use of occupatio with a variety of different motives: Muscatine 

saw his abbreviation of the Tale as an assertion of order over chaos, Mark Sherman 

characterized the trope as a rhetorical manipulation of the audience, whereas Scala argues 

that the Knight‘s use of the trope reassures his reader of his control while also working to 

suppress the stories of Emelye and her Amazonian sisters.
63

 I argue that the function of 

occupatio in the story is largely elegiac; each moment of occupatio highlights a part of 

the lost story gesturing to a larger absent wholeness the current Tale fails to represent.  

  The Knight‘s use of this trope takes on a mournful tone, due in part to the topics 

he chooses (not) to discuss. After Theseus has conquered Creon and returned to the 
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Theban widows their husbands bodies, we encounter the second passage of occupatio in 

the text, which refuses to relate the funeral rites of the women 

   But it were al to longe for to devyse  

   The grete clamour and the waymentynge  

   That the laydes made at the brennynge  

   Of the bodies, and the grete honour  

   That Theseus, the noble conqueror,  

   Dooth to the ladyes, whan they from hym wente;  

   But shortly for to telle is myn entente. (I, 994-1000) 

 The weeping and noise of grief is commemorated here even as it is silenced by the 

Knight‘s passing over. The Knight turns to occupatio some six times in the text, 

comprising over ninety-nine lines. This means that nearly five percent of the whole of the 

Knight‟s Tale is taken up with the Knight telling us what he will not say. Although the 

Knight begins his occupatio ostensibly to abbreviate a more expansive description of 

events, the sheer length and detail of the description of what he wants to omit radically 

sidetracks this shortening by its own recalcitrant lingering on the these omitted moments. 

Underscoring the Knight‘s fixation with the past and the dead, the lengthiest instance of 

occupatio comes during his apparent refusal to describe Arcite‘s funeral, in which he 

delivers forty-seven of 102 lines in occupatio.
64

 

  The description of the funeral is important to the memorial work of the Tale. 

After describing the processional of mourners towards the bier, a sort of inverted image 

of the triumphant wedding processional that opens the Tale, we are treated to a veritable 

catalogue of details in occupatio dealing with the physical destruction of Arcite‘s body: 
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the twenty-one different types of trees cut to make the funeral pyre; the havoc this 

deforestation wrecks on the woodland creatures and nymphs; how the corpse is placed on 

the pyre; and the responses from the witnesses as his body burns away ―to asshen colde‖ 

(IV, 2957). I quote here in full the funeral occupatio: 

   But how the fyr was maked upon highte,  

   Ne eek the names that the trees highte, 

   As ook, firre, birch, aspe, alder, holm, popler,  

   Wylugh, elm, plane, assh, box, chasteyn, lynde, laurer, 

   Mapul, thorn, bech, hasel, ew, whippeltree— 

   How they weren feld shal nat be toold for me; 

   Ne hou the goddes ronnen up and doun, 

   Disherited of hire habitacioun, 

   In which they woneden in reste and pees,  

   Nymphes, fawnes and amadrides; 

   Ne hou the beestes and the briddes alle 

   Fledden for fere, whan the wode was falle; 

   Ne how the ground agast was of the light, 

   That was nat wont to seen the sonne bright; 

   Ne how the fyr was couched first with stree, 

   And thanne with drye stikkes cloven a thre, 

   And thanne with grene wode and spicerye, 

   And thanne with clooth of gold and with perrye, 

   And gerlandes, hangynge with ful many a flour; 



140 
 

   The mirre, th‘encens, with al so greet odour; 

   Ne how Arcite lay among al this, 

   Ne what richesse aboute his body is; 

   Ne how Emelye, as was the gyse, 

   Putte in the fyr of funeral servyse; 

   Ne how she swowned whan men made the fyr, 

   Ne what she spak, ne what was hir desire; 

   Ne what jeweles men in the fyre caste, 

   Whan that the fyr was greet and brente faste; 

   Ne how somme caste hir shield, and somme hir spere, 

   And of hire vestimentz, whiche that they were, 

   And coppes full of wyn, and milk, and blood, 

   Into the fyr, that brente as it were wood; 

   Ne how the Grekes, with an huge route, 

   Thries riden al the fyr aboute 

   Upon the left hand, with a loud shoutynge, 

   And thries with hir speres claterynge; 

   And thries how the ladyes gonne crye; 

   And how that lad was homward Emelye; 

   Ne how Arcite is brent to asshen colde; 

   Ne how that lyche-wake was yholde 

   Al thilke nyght; ne how the Grekes pleye 

   The wake-pleyes; ne kepe I nat to seye  
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   Who wrastleth best naked with oille enoynt, 

   Ne who that baar hym best, in no disjoynt. 

   I wol nat tellen eek how that they goon 

   Hoom til Atthenes, whan the pley is doon; 

   But shortly for to the point thanne wol I wende 

   And maken of my longe tale an ende. (IV, 2919-2966) 

The most striking verbal tic in the narration of Arcite‘s funeral is the anaphoric repetition 

of ―ne,‖ which appears at the beginning of sixteen (one-third) of the lines in occupatio 

and is meant to reiterate the negative thrust of the trope. Nonetheless the positive 

presence of that refusal to narrate aggressively asserts the presence of those events he 

describes by stating that he will not speak about them. The repeated ―ne‖ further evokes 

the wailing, emotionally-charged ―no‖ of a mourner who is unable to leave behind the 

body of his beloved, as indeed the Knight seems unable to leave behind the body of 

Arcite. The repeated no struggles with the other words that begin ten lines of the funeral 

occupatio: ―and‖ or ―and thanne.‖ If ―ne‖ seeks to halt narration by highlighting what the 

Knight will not tell us, even as its presence counteracts his desire, then the string of 

―ands‖ and ―and thannes‖ makes legible a counter desire to continue speaking. Teetering 

between prolixity and a laconic refusal to narrate, the final effect of this funeral 

description is one of strain and not control. These minor details of the Knight‘s narrative 

style play into his wider engagement with loss and persistence which stresses the duty to 

remember, the desire to rid oneself of grief and loss, and the inescapable decomposing 

process of forgetting. As Theseus‘s speech foregrounds the memorial onus on the 

surviving ―freend‖ who is obligated to remember the famous dead, so the Knight‘s 
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narration bears the strain of this burden to remember. 

 The link between speech and mourning is visible in the Knight‘s use of the verb 

―stinten,‖ which appears thirteen times throughout the text and traces a desire for ending 

and cessation, particularly of speech, but also of strife and weeping.
65

 According to the 

MED stinten means both ―to cease weeping‖ and ―to cease narration,‖ a word that 

renders visible the link between speech, mourning, and narrative control.
66

 This process 

of ―stinting,‖ of ceasing to mourn or to speak, exposes a tension in how to deal with the 

―remenant‖: on the one hand there is a desire for what remains to be rendered innocuous 

through the work of mourning, as the Theban widows wish to do by ascertaining the 

whereabouts of their husband‘s bodies, but to assert control over these remains one must 

enter the world of storytelling, narration, and ritual to make sense of the senseless 

remains of the dead. The word ―stinten,‖ then, highlights the circular drive of mourning 

and speech: mourners who wish to cease weeping must speak about the dead, thereby 

entailing themselves in another form of ―stinting,‖ the eventual cessation of 

speechmaking. The Knight‘s competing impulses to extend and contract his narrative can 

be read as a symptom of his desire to ―stint.‖  

  Chaucer‘s translation of Trevet‘s gloss on 2M7, which defines the second death as 

the “stynynge of the renoun of fame‖ (Boece 2M7.32-33), underscores ―stinten‖ it as 

word of ambivalent feelings regarding the connection between narration, mourning, and 

death. ―Stinten‖ shares a certain circularity with the Boethian concept of the second death 

in that it exposes the function of narration as a form of memorial ―between two deaths.‖ 

The melancholic voice that strives to mourn and memorialize the dead traps itself and the 

dead subject in that disembodied linguistic space that will one day end ―stinted.‖ This 
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circular process of ―stinting‖ is exemplified within the Tale, in Saturn‘s ―remedie‖ to the 

spat between Venus and Mars, which seeks to ―stint‖ their arguments by killing Arcite 

and thus instigates a period of lengthy mourning in the human world. This episode marks 

the most concentrated use of the term in the Knight‟s Tale. Although ―Jupiter was bisy 

[the argument] to stente,‖ it eventually falls to Saturn ―to stynten strif and drede / Al be it 

that it is agayn his kynde‖ (III, 2442, 2450-51; emphasis added). The ―remedie‖ of Saturn 

is to release ―a furie infernal‖ (IV, 2684) to kill Arcite. This action stints the strife 

between Venus and Mars but also initiates Arcite‘s massive funeral mourning which so 

occupies the Knight‘s narration extending his telling and thereby preventing him from 

stinting his story.  

 Although the Knight rarely seems able to ―stint‖ his discussions of death or gore, 

one of the most interesting uses of the word comes when he refuses to speculate on the 

location of Arcite‘s soul. The Knight is eerily comfortable describing Arcite‘s corrupted 

chest wound in vivid detail. He follows the gruesome account of Arcite‘s ―accident‖ with 

a slow and deadly blazon as death creeps through the limbs of Arcite to his heart and 

mind.  

   The pipes of his longes gonne to swelle,  

   And every lacerte in his brest adoun  

   Is shent with venym and corrupcioun 

    …  

   For from his feet up to his brest was come,  

   The coold of deeth, that hadde hym overcome,  

   And yet moreover, for in his armes two   
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   The vital strengthe is lost and al ago. 

   Oonly the intellect, withouten moore, 

   That dwelled in his herte syk and soore, 

   Gan faillen whan the herte felte deeth. 

   Dusked his eyen two, and failled breeth….  (IV, 2752-54, 2799-06) 

The intellect which earlier kept him ―yet in memorie and alyve‖ (IV, 2698) now begins to 

fail, but only after it has perceived the unrushed movement of death through every limb. 

Fradenburg dubs the description of the chest wound ―dispassionate, knowledgeable, 

medicalizing,‖ and indeed the account gives us the sense that the Knight has himself 

witnessed other deaths from equally vicious wounds during his time on the battlefield.
67

 

The passage has the feel of the emotionless recital of a traumatized witness. From this 

very familiar description, the Knights turns to a matter he claims to know nothing about. 

Arcite dies:  

   His spirit chaunged hous and wente ther,  

   As I cam nevere, I kan nat tellen wher.  

   Therefore I stynte; I nam no divinistre;  

   Of soules fynde I nat in this registre,  

   Ne me ne list thilke opinions to telle  

   Of hem, though that they written wher they dwelle (2809-14).  

The Knight‘s ignorance, he says, stems from a lack of firsthand experience regarding 

such matters and he chides other authors for offering their opinions on such ethereal 

matters as they write from the comfort of their earthly homes ―wher they dwelle.‖ Critics 

have read this aside as evidence of the Knight‘s ―grim humor,‖
68

 but I believe that it 
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shows the Knight‘s empiricist view of the world and his prioritizing of knowledge gained 

by experience. This aside emphasizes the close tie between the Knight‘s story and his 

own personal history. The Knight‘s imagination can conjure visions of anonymous bodies 

decaying in the woods, of hangings, or of heads bashed with maces—all incidents he has 

probably has encountered in his chivalric career. His unwillingness to comment on 

Arcite‘s soul, however, reiterates the intimacy of the occurrences of the Tale and the 

personal experience of its teller.          

  The Knight‟s Tale shows an intimate connection between Tale and teller, a 

connection that can be contextualized by a Boethian understanding of the connection 

between memory and the aesthetic. The act of speaking, like the drive for historical 

remembrance, is marked by the mortality of human language. The practice of philosophy 

attempts to console by offering a firm structure of meaning to lessen the suffering caused 

by our entanglement in change and temporality. So, too, the practice of storytelling 

provides a configuration of meaning and order, which as the Host states in the General 

Prologue hopefully will ―doon yow som confort‖ (776). The act of storytelling is not 

always a comfortable one.  In the next section I turn to what is perhaps the most 

disturbing passage in the Knight‟s Tale, the ekphrastic descriptions of the temples.  It is 

in these highly stylized images that we can see the Knight‘s memorial struggle between 

order and chaos. 

 

 Moving Through the Temples: Mnemotechnics and the Knight’s Mind 

  A significant change in attitude occurs when the Knight turns from narrating the 

plot of the story to his descriptions of the temples of the gods. He opens Book 3 by 
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addressing his audience. He is concerned about withholding information they may desire 

to know: ―I trowe men wolde deme it necligence / If I foryete to tellen the dispence / Of 

Theseus‖ (III, 1881-2). Worried that he might ―foryete to tellen‖ that which must be 

remembered, the Knight‘s impulse to describe the temples in expansive terms wins out 

over his desire to ―stint‖ his narrative. Book 3, then, emphasizes the Knight‘s self-

conscious anxiety about forgetting—about omitting detail—and it does so in relation to 

the vivid, even gory, ekphrastic scenes that hang against the temple‘s architectural 

background like the kind specified in the ars memoria tradition.
69

 This inward movement 

through the physical space of the temples built in the Knight‘s mind then also moves us 

through the temples of his head and into the dark storehouse of his mnemonic gallery, 

inflected by his own experiences on the battlefield. Here in his ―derke ymanginyng‖ he 

seems to lose control of his memories and to wander enraptured through the intricate 

details of his interior visions of death and violence within the temples. This mental 

interior becomes not only the storehouse of lived experience captured in memory, but 

also a tomb populated by images of the dead and the dying, the sole place where the now 

long decomposed bodies of the dead are still preserved. The mental images of the now 

long dead work in concert with the Knight‘s poetic ekphrasis, the verbal descriptions of 

visual phenomena painted on the walls of the temples as preservative tools.  

  This intimate relation between narrative imagery and visual images (whether 

mental or artistic) is laid out by V. A. Kolve in Chaucer and the Imagery of Narrative: 

words act as a verbal medium to transfer the mental images and experiences of the writer 

or speaker to another by sparking a memorial image within the audience who consumes 

the story. Despite Kolve‘s detailed discussion of the Knight‘s temple ekphrasis, he finds 
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that the Knight‘s voice ―is not highly inflected or individual—it tells us little about a 

specific knight-narrator.‖
70

 By on focusing Trevet‘s account of memory as personal 

experience, we can read the Knight‘s ekphrasis as a revelation of his own memorial 

temple and as a site of the onus, the memorial ―burden‖ and ―labor‖ Augustine describes, 

of the survivor ―freend‖ who is asked to remember his dead companions.
71

 

 Chaucer could have known the medieval arts of memory through Trevet, who 

cites the pseudo-Ciceronian Rhetorica ad Herennium ten times in his commentary. The 

Rhetorica ad Herennium was a major source for the medieval practice of mnemonics. 

This text develops a theory of loci by building on the methods founded by Simonides of 

Ceos. It asserts that the natural memory is like a field on which a trained memory can 

construct buildings (loci) or temples (aedes), like the ones described in the Knight’s Tale. 

These spaces should be compartmentalized, containing an ―intercolumnar space, a recess, 

an arch, or the like‖ (intercolunium, angulum, fornicem, et alia quae his similia sunt).
72

 

Within these memorially constructed spaces, the mind can place images, using the 

imagination, or the fantastica, to combine the stuff of experience in remarkable ways 

which are in turn associated with whatever needs to be remembered. These mnemonic 

images should be striking; the author of the Ad Herennium encourages images that are 

―exceptionally base, dishonorable, extraordinary, great, unbelievable, or laughable.‖
73

 

The author goes on particularly to recommend images marked by ―singular ugliness 

(unicam turpitudem) … somehow disfigure[d], as by introducing one stained with blood 

or soiled with mud or smeared with red paint.‖
74

 This advice is studiously followed by 

the Knight who imagines the temple of Mars painted with images of open ―woundes al 

bibledde‖ with blood (III, 2002), murdered bodies with slit throats decomposing in the 
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woods (III, 2013), and insanity, ―Woodnesse, laughyinge in his rage‖ (III, 2011). The 

Knight‘s description of the temples dramatize this mnemonic schema of loci, particularly 

in the temple of Mars, where the neat structures of memory buckle under the singular 

ugliness and blood-soiled excesses of the Knight‘s memory. This artificial mnemonic, 

meant to encourage the mental capacity of remembrance in a trained and ordered mind, 

traces once again the problems of memorializing the dead in the Knight’s Tale. In the 

temple of Mars, the god connected with war and knightly things, the images are evocative 

of traumatic emotional intentiones remembered and told vividly by the Knight in a way 

that undoes his ordered narration of the Tale.  

  The Knight begins Book 3 by explaining the layout of the architectural structures 

that form the background of his mnemotechnic visions, which will shortly be filled with 

striking mnemonic images along the lines suggested in the Ad Herennium. We are told 

the arrangement of the temples in the grove: Theseus‘s temple of Venus lies to the east, 

the altars of Diana to the north, ―And on the gate westward, in memorie / Of Mars, [is 

built his temple] ….‖ (III, 1903-4; emphasis added). While the temples of Venus and 

Diana were built ―in worship‖ (III, 1904, 1912) of their gods, only the temple of Mars 

was built ―in memorie‖ (1906), directing the reader to the memorial content contained in 

the temple. At the close of this spatial account of the relation of the temples, by way of 

transitioning into the descriptions of the images within the temples, the Knight again frets 

over forgetting, emphasizing the memorial importance of the images contained within: 

―But yet hadde I foryeten to devyse / The noble kervyng and the portreitures, / The shap, 

the countenaunce, and the figures / That weren in thise oratories thre‖ (III, 1914-17). This 

brief opening underscores the Knight‘s concern over forgetting what is carved and 
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painted in the temple.  

 Muscatine found the descriptions of these temples to exemplify the ordered 

symmetry he identifies as indicative of the Tale; Lee Patterson similarly identifies them 

with the ―unqualified narratorial control‖ of a ―master artificer,‖ even if that control is 

undone by what Patterson terms the Knight‘s ―failure of self-understanding,‖ his failure 

to come to terms with the darkness produced by chivalric culture.
75

 For all the ordered 

pageantry of the temples, no symmetry exists in their length; for the Knight lingers in the 

temple of Mars for nearly twice as long as he does in the others, extending his Martian 

ekphrasis to eighty-four lines (III, 1966-2050), more than both the other temples 

combined.
76

 The Knight exemplifies his disinterest in the other two temples in his 

description of the temple of Venus, which begins with a list of love‘s ailments that is 

detached from any specific images of the people who suffer from them. The ailments are 

generalized and unevocative: they reproduce for us no dramatic picture of these 

sufferings:  

   The broken slepes, and sikes colde, 

   The sacred teeries, and the waymentynge,  

   The firy strokes of the desirynge  

   That loves servantz in this lyf enduren…. (III, 1920-23)  

He continues with even less description in a four-line list naming the goddess‘s 

personified servants. This sketch of Venus‘s temple more closely resembles an inventory 

than a lucid illustration of love. The description of the statue of Venus is more vivid, but 

the uninspired ekphrasis of Venus‘s temple is in no way preparatory for the visual orgy of 

death and violence that follows in the temple of Mars. 
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 The description of the Martian temple is highly sensual from the outset. The 

Knight sees a forest painted on the wall and moves us through the trees making us feel 

the chill of the ―colde, frosty regioun,‖ feel the roughness of the undergrowth and the 

―knotty, knarry, bareyne trees olde,‖ and hear the howling ―swough‖ in the branches (III, 

1973, 1977, 1979). These details evoke movement through an actual locus, and in their 

sensual invocation suggest experiential images marked by deeply felt emotional 

intentions. The description of movement through the forest in which the temple of Mars 

is located pushes us even further into the representational realm, multiplying the layers of 

artifice. In this forest the Knight discovers a second temple of Mars painted on the wall of 

Theseus‘s own Martian temple: ―dounward from an hille, under a bente, / Ther stood the 

temple of Mars armypotente‖ (III, 1981-82). This movement into the world of 

representational images mimics the movement into the interior compartments of the 

Knight‘s mind. We are clued into the special nature of the images in this painted 

temple—that they also represent the imagistic mental content of the Knight narrator—by 

the description of the painted temple in which they reside. The house of Mars painted on 

the temple wall resides near a field (―bente‖) and is windowless—―wyndowe on the wal 

ne was ther noon‖ (III, 1988). A slight light shines through only from the northern doors, 

an image which evokes the dark interior of the human head and the focused light drawn 

in by the eyes. Furthermore this temple is made of iron, encased with a metallic armor ―of 

iren bright shene‖ (III, 1994), a protective covering of the type a Knight might wear upon 

his head. As Patterson asserts, the description of the Martian temple causes the Knight to 

―lose his interpretive distance, he begins to speak of the pictures as if he had himself 

actually witnessed them‖ showing ―a world of images that have a wholly mental 
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location.‖
77

 Patterson‘s reading of the temple is astute, but the Knight‘s mournful, 

entranced descriptions of his temple serve a more intimate function than to critique the 

political fortunes of the order of chivalry. The critical response of examining the Knight‘s 

past to understand his Tale is authorized by the pervasive past-focus of his portrait in the 

General Prologue and by the idiosyncrasies of his storytelling. When he turns to describe 

the temple of Mars in particular the Knight shifts from detached description in third 

person—―maystow se‖ (III, 1918)—to first person narration—―there saugh I‖ (III, 

1995)—in order to describe the ugliness of war and the disfigurement of death he seems 

to remember all too well.
78

 

 It is within the dark temple of Mars that the Knight sees the most gruesome 

details of his ekphrases. Echoes of the Boece also run through the opening sentence of the 

description of the interior compartments of the temple of Mars: ―Ther saugh I first the 

derke ymaginyng / Of Felonye, and al the compassynge‖ (III.1995). The agent of these 

dark imaginings is unclear, whether they are the workings of Felony or those images 

darkly working in the Knight‘s mind, the dark workings of his own phantasms. Chaucer‘s 

translation of Trevet‘s gloss on Recollection details remembering as stumbling through 

interior imaginings of darkness: ―al trouthe the whiche he ymagineth to ben in things 

without‖ are hidden by the ―derknesse of his mysknowynge‖ (Boece 3M11.22, 25). But 

the dark imaginings of the Knight do not obscure his remembering; on the contrary, 

having gazed back into his own mind the Knight is met with a memory run wild making 

it difficult for him to leave behind the scenes of death and destruction and to continue 

with his Tale. All of the dead whom the Knight describes are anonymous, save the 

anachronistic mention of Julius Caesar and other Romans who though ―unborn / Yet was 
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hir deth depeynted ther-biforn‖ (III, 2033-35). The rest of the images of the dead are men 

who did not meet the requirements of Theseus ―to dyen what that he was best of name‖ 

(IV, 3056). Instead the brief flashes of their nameless corpses in the Knight‘s memory are 

all that is left of them. 

  The Knight‘s enumeration of the temple‘s striking details continues with a series 

of eidetic scenes of murder and violence. The images come quickly in his entranced 

narration. The Knight imagines a variety of scenes that are smeared with blood and mud: 

for example, he conveys an image of one who deceivingly smiles while fingering his 

concealed knife; a smoking, burning shipwreck; a man murdered in his sleep; and 

perhaps most disturbingly,  

   The sleere of hymself yet saugh I ther –  

   His herte-blood hath bathed al his heer –  

   The nayl ydryven in the shode anyght;  

   The colde deeth, with mouth gapyng upright…. (III, 1999-2008) 

The Knight lingers on this image of the suicide with a blood-covered head, which so 

closely fits the description of memorial images suggested in the Ad Herennium. And yet, 

this emotionally charged image imprinted deep in the Knight‘s mind is not present to 

serve a larger mnemonic purpose. We never hear the names of this ―sleere of himself‖ 

even as he is singled out to be preserved by artistic memory. For all their ordered 

placement within the rigid architecture of the temple, these memorial images do not 

assure us that narrative and artistic skill can preserve the memory of the dead. The effect 

of all this remembrance is rather of the overwhelming anonymity, and the huge 

variability of the experience of death: hunters attacked by bears, babies killed by pigs, 
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drivers crushed by their own carts. From these violent images of individual death he 

moves to catastrophic ones: ―A thousand slayn, and nat of qualme ystorve… the toun 

destroyed, ther was no thyng laft‖ (III, 2014, 2016). Although survivors such as the 

Knight can try to memorialize the dead in their narratives, the sheer number of corpses 

needing to be remembered overpowers the living, and their narrative voices.   

When the Knight finally turns to the temple of Diana he appears apologetically 

aware of his Martian loquacity, promising to tell ―[a]s shortly as I kan, I wol me haste‖ 

(III, 2052); and indeed, he speaks half as many lines about the huntress as about the 

warrior. The rest of the Tale is punctuated by moments when the expansive narrative 

desire of the Knight wins out over his desire to ―stint‖ his narration. The moment of this 

most profound extension is Arcite‘s funeral description told in a lengthy occupatio. But 

whether he extends or contracts his story, his memorial voice itself bears the image of the 

dead he strives to memorialize. Augustine meditates on the act of speaking as a marker of 

the passage of time in Confessions. He identifies the act of speaking as imbued with the 

human experience of time, ―For that voice sounded forth and died away; it began and 

ended. The syllables sounded and passed away, the second after the first, the third after 

the second, and thence in order, till the very last after all the rest; and silence after the 

last.‖
79

 In this example, Augustine equates speech with the passing of time and death. 

Human speech, like degenerative flesh, is a marker of change and movement; it begins 

and ends ephemerally. Even more instantaneously present than the mortal body it passes 

almost immediately into absence, each phoneme ticks off a moment of the present 

flowing from the future into the past. The act of speaking from our corporeal bodies, our 

time-bound voices, mimics and foretells the future demise of our physical bodies. In his 
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speech man only ―sounds forth and dies.‖ The grandiose sense-making speeches of 

Theseus, like the Knight‘s fraught narration, just as surely ticks away time. Speech and 

storytelling model the brevity of human life and the immanence of death. 

  As the story of Simonides of Ceos from the Rhetorica ad Herennium tells us, the 

dead are dependent on the living to give them proper memorials, to identify and 

remember their places in life even after their physical bodies have become 

unrecognizable. The first of the Canterbury Tales sets up the psychological exploration 

of the pilgrims by focusing on the Knight‘s memory as remenant. The portrayal of 

obligation to the past also takes a compelling form in Troilus and Criseyde where 

Chaucer addresses the historical story of the fall of Troy through the medium of a love 

once secret and now known throughout the world. The chivalric desire to overcome the 

crushing anonymity of death by linguistic preservation of the memory of individuals 

contrasts sharply with Criseyde‘s lament that her name will be remembered and damned 

throughout all history. In the next chapter, I will turn to examine the interrelation of 

secrecy and futurity in Troilus and Criseyde and show how Trevet‘s understanding of the 

perception of disembodied souls has radical consequences for our reading of the end of 

the Troilus. 
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Chapter Four 
 

“Future Tyme” and the Secret Subject in Troilus and Criseyde 
 
 
 
   For alle thing that lyveth in tyme, it is present and procedith fro preteritz  

   into futures (that is to seyn, fro tyme passed into tyme comynge), ne ther  

   nis nothing establisshed in tyme that mai enbrasen togidre al the space of  

   his lif. For certis yit ne hath it nat taken the tyme of tomorwe, and it hath  

   lost that of yusterday, and certes in the lif of this dai ye ne lyve namore but  

   right as in this moevable and transitorie moment.
1
 (Boece 5P6.17-26) 

In the Knight‟s Tale, the remenant, the absent past that survives in the present as what 

remains, appears physically as piles of bodies that must be mourned and ritually laid to 

rest. This remenant also arises in the preserved voices of the dead laid away in books, 

those old stories that are always speaking to us, trying to ―tellen us‖ something. If the 

Knight‟s Tale is constantly aware of the intrusiveness of the past into the present, and the 

strained obligation of the living to the dead, then conversely Troilus and Criseyde 

continually points to the absent future, available only in divination, imagination, the 

language of promises, supposition, hope and fear. 

  It is commonplace to say that the beginning of Troilus and Criseyde foretells the 

end. In the first stanza the narrator announces that the poem will tell the story of Troilus‘s 

loss of love: ―In lovynge, how his aventures fellen / Fro wo to wele, and after out of joie‖ 

(I, 3-4). In the tenth stanza we discover that Calkas ―a gret devyn‖ (I, 66) has foreseen the 

fall of Troy to the Greeks. From the start of the poem we can have no delusions as to how 

things will end; instead, we look to the coming tale with the surety of those who gaze 
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back on the past. If the beginning foresees the end with pity—the narrator cries as he 

composes ―thise woful vers, that wepen as I write‖ (I, 7)—, the ending of the poem, 

contrarily, looks back to the beginning without kind-hearted emotions. At the end of the 

text, the disembodied soul of Troilus, much to the chagrin of many readers, gazes back at 

the earth and ―dampned al oure werk that foloweth so / The blynde lust, the which that 

may nat laste‖ (V, 1823-24). Carolyn Dinshaw has pointed out that the 8000 lines of the 

poem preceding this curt dismissal often draw critics into intense emotional involvement 

with Troilus‘s love affair, making his rejection smart as much as rejection by our own  

lover. Walter Clyde Curry exemplifies this long critical history of dissatisfaction when he 

bemoans that Chaucer ―without having given the hint of warning, suddenly denies and 

contradicts everything that has gone before in the poem‖ (emphasis added).
2
 Curry‘s 

comment situates his annoyance not so much in Troilus‘s condemnation of the terrestrial 

realm, but rather in the fact that Chaucer has apparently withheld privileged information 

from his readers. Curry did not see the end coming, and he is upset. From the first stanza, 

readers have been led to believe that they were privy to the future hidden from the 

‗historical‘ characters they observed; it is not surprising then that many have felt 

bemused and betrayed by the narrator who, at the end, reveals what appears to be his true, 

contradictory, and long-concealed intentions, and all without ―the hint of a warning.‖
3
    

  Troilus and Criseyde is bookended by two different assessments of the poem. One 

looks to the future ―tyme comyng‖ and weeps for the ―double sorwe‖ Troilus will 

experience (Boece 5P6.19; Troilus I, 1). The other gazes back on ―tyme passed‖ and 

condemns all that sorrow as nothing more than a despicable and false perception, 

masking access to the joy of heaven (Boece 5P6.20). From the beginning to the end, 
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Troilus and Criseyde emphasizes the limited vantage points of individuals attempting to 

judge the temporal world. The limitations of these perspectives are highlighted as 

characters peer into the future and gaze back to assess the past. In this chapter, I will 

argue that Troilus and Criseyde aligns the limited human perspective on the unknown 

future with the secretive, individual subjectivity that circumscribes our ability to know 

one another. Subjectivity in Troilus and Criseyde is marked by secrecy, by hidden 

intentions, privileged knowledge, painful isolation, and the effects of broken promises. 

Despite the limitations of the human organism, both ethical and perceptive, Chaucer 

refuses to condemn the aptness of bodily perception in time, however incomplete, and 

offers the dismissively haughty judgment of Troilus‘s ghost, along with the historians 

who condemn Criseyde, as merely more opinions in a cacophony of earthly voices and 

interpretations. Only God who, as Troilus says ―knowest best myn herte and al my 

thought‖ can tell him his future or ―what shal my sorwful lif don in this cas‖ (IV, 289-

90). Here Troilus makes explicit the connection between God‘s ability to know the future 

and his ability to know our inner selves, to pierce the heart‘s secret intentions and thereby 

to judge with full advisement what human beings can only ever view in part. Lastly, I 

argue that the ending of the poem—which has so often befuddled and annoyed modern 

critics who find themselves caught ―in the snare‖ of emotional involvement with the story 

and then apparently chastised for their care—functions as a reminder of the limits of even 

the privileged perspective of the reader or historian whose backward glance is as 

circumscribed as the glimpse into the future of the subjects he studies.  

  Chaucer‘s understanding of futurity comes in large part from his reading of 

Boethius‘s Consolation of Philosophy, which extensively discusses the subject of 
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humanity‘s relation to the future in Books 4 and 5. Yet again, this chapter reveals that 

Chaucer‘s understanding of the Consolation must be couched within his reading of the 

commentary by Nicholas Trevet. I have discussed Trevet‘s comments on human 

perception and memory formation, as well as the way memory gives rise to interior 

subjectivity in the previous chapter on the Knight‟s Tale. Here, I will discuss how 

Trevet‘s Aristotelian understanding of the uniqueness of the unavoidable multiplicity of 

perceptions resonate in the Troilus. Trevet‘s comments, steeped as they are in the 

philosophies of Thomas Aquinas and his understanding of the body and soul as an 

intimately connected amalgam, give some surprising interpretive twists to Boethius‘s 

take of the apotheosis of the disembodied soul. A Thomist interpretation of the 

disembodied soul offers a powerful corrective to common assumptions regarding what a 

―Boethian‖ reading of the ending of Troilus and Criseyde should look like. By adding 

Trevet‘s voice to discussions of Chaucer‘s Troilus, we can enlighten a new Boethianism, 

one which gives fresh insight to the poem, and particularly to the final scene, which has 

so long been read as the interpretive crux by which we are meant retroactively to 

understand the entire work.
4
  

 

The Future of the Consolation 

  Boethius‘s Consolation of Philosophy is structured around the Prisoner‘s 

understanding of his limited perspective in time. The first two books dramatize the 

Platonic process of anamnesis, by which Philosophia brings the Prisoner to ―remember‖ 

his true self. In the final two books the Prisoner repeatedly interrupts Philosophia‘s 

arguments in order to ask questions about God‘s control over our future actions: whether 
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humans are free agents able to choose their futures or if God‘s prescience and providence 

make human agency impossible. Philosophia‘s assertion that free will and divine 

prescience are not incompatible centers on a statement about perception. She argues,  

   every wyght hath iknowe, thei wenen that tho thingis ben iknowe al only  

   by the strengthe and by the nature of the thinges that ben iwyst or iknowe.  

   And it is al the contrarye; for al that evere is iknowe, it is rather  

   comprehendid and knowen, nat aftir his strengthe and his nature, but aftir  

   the faculte (that is to seyn, the power and the nature) of hem that knowen.  

   (Boece 5P4.133-41) 

 Philosophia asserts that what we come to know about objects in the world (their 

―strenghte‖ and ―nature‖) is unavoidably mediated by each person‘s ―faculte of hem that 

knowen,‖ that is by the peculiarities of our individual minds and temperaments. In the 

material world, unmediated knowledge is impossible; no one can know the thing in itself. 

She expands the importance of the specific knower in any observation by comparing 

divine perception to human perception. She imagines God‘s observation of human time 

from his position in eternity in 5P6, arguing that God exists in an eternally present 

moment ―and embraceth and considereth alle the infynit spaces of tymes preteritz and 

futures, and lokith in his simple knowynge alle thinges of preterit ryght as thei weren 

idoon presently ryght now‖ (Boece 5P6.105-09). Existing outside of time, God can view 

the entire course of human history in one glance without imposing necessity on the 

human beings who travel from moment to moment on the timeline he watches from 

eternity. The resolution to the Prisoner‘s worry that human free will and divine 

prescience are not compatible is located in the limited and mediated perspective of 
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humanity in time. Divine and human perception differ so fundamentally that what, to our 

minds, appears a contradiction, in fact, Philosophia assures us, entails nothing of the sort.  

  Trevet‘s reading of Boethius further emphasizes the limited and circumscribed 

view of humanity relative to God. In Boethius‘s Neoplatonic schema of Recollection, 

much mental content is shared by all men through participation in stable Platonic Forms. 

Trevet‘s view of the human mind, contrarily, posits each memorial storehouse as the 

unique and idiosyncratic product of that individual‘s perceptions of the physical world, 

bound together with their emotional reactions to what they perceive. Indeed for Trevet as 

for Aristotle, there is no mental content or subjectivity without sensation. In Book 5 of 

his commentary, Trevet shows a considerable interest in Boethius‘s assertion about the 

mediation of the knower in the perception of worldly things arguing that human 

differences from one another are a product of the intellective soul and should be 

celebrated as a uniquely human attribute rather than condemned as a hindrance to a 

singular Truth.     

  In an argument that draws on Aristotle‘s discussion of different types of souls in 

De Anima, Trevet shows that the vast variety in human subjectivity is the product of the 

immortal, intellective part of our souls, and it is this that distinguishes humans from 

animals. In language that echoes Aristotle, Philosophia notes that the faculty of judgment 

housed in the soul decides what should be avoided and what should be desired; a tenet 

applicable to all mobile beasts who flee and seek. Philosophia specifically connects this 

faculty to reason in humans (5P2.5-11). Trevet clarifies this idea by distinguishing 

between the judgment that occurs in men and that ―natural judgment‖ (iudicum naturalis) 

that occurs in beasts:  
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   which is not judged unless about something particular having occurred,  

   just as a sheep does not judge about fleeing but only about a wolf, and  

   bees do not have industry towards making something other than  

   honeycombs and sweetness, but the judgment of reason [in men] is about  

   anything. Similarly, that which comes from natural judgment always  

   comes in the same way, just as every swallow builds its nest in the same  

   way and every spider its web, because it does not occur in happening  

   through reason.
5
 

Trevet shows that human individuality is formed in the ability to reason and in the 

capacious memory and imagination that allows men and women to remember and 

compare past experiences to present ones and to change how they act. Every human 

works differently building and spinning their own unique productions. In his discussion 

of the virtue of prudence, Thomas Aquinas links the variability of human life with the 

uniquely human gift of reason and choice ―[t]he right ends of human life are 

predetermined, but the means to these ends are indefinite.‖
6
 Various viewpoints and 

subjectivities are not a hindrance to truth, rather they are a necessary part of the human 

world in which all people are able to see, judge, and comprehend differently through the 

mediation of their earthly bodies.  

  What began in the Consolation as a conversation about the unknown future is 

transformed into a discussion of the unique and unforeseeable actions of human subjects 

as they use their wills and reason to determine a course of action for themselves in ―tyme 

coming.‖ Trevet makes the link between reason and future planning explicit when he says 

that ―in a rational nature freedom is considered to be double, namely freedom of choice 
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and freedom of execution.‖
7
 Here Trevet‘s understanding of free will and its distinction 

from God‘s prescience appears to be influenced by Thomas‘s account of prudence, which 

is also a two-fold virtue composed of right knowledge and desire and right action or 

―command.‖
8
 Difficulties of judgment and actions befall men because they must learn 

from the particularities of their experience, not like angels or God, who have more 

immediate intellectual judgments of the intelligible forms behind particularites. Trevet 

quotes the book of Wisdom, to link once again subjective human choice to the unforeseen 

future; we are not always able to make good choices about the future because ―the 

thoughts of men are fearful and our foresight uncertain.‖
9
 This is the same quotation that 

Augustine uses to discuss the virtue of prudence in De Trinitate, a work Trevet cites at 

various moments in his commentary. Augustine argues against Cicero‘s assertion that 

prudence is composed of three parts, memory, understanding, and foresight, by alleging 

―men do not have this gift [foresight], unless it is given to them from above as to the 

prophets.‖
10

 That is, according to Augustine, foresight is a special gift of prudence 

lacking in most of humanity. Nonetheless, the distinctly human traits of freedom of 

choice and freedom of execution are premised on reason and grounded in the human need 

to prepare for the future.          

  The narrator muses on the difficulties of planning for the future throughout 

Troilus and Criseyde. He suggests that what people believe now to be true or believe that 

they know with certainty is always threatened by changing standards of judgment, future 

loss, or misinterpretation.
11

 Chaucer‘s interest in this idea is shown in the many instances 

of attempted foresight and preparedness in the Troilus that fail to work out quite as the 

characters had planned. Calkas‘s quick departure after foreseeing the fall of Troy 
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necessitates that he leave behind Criseyde, an action that requires her later trade for 

Antenor, the man who will betray the city. One might say that Calkas‘s foreknowledge of 

the fall of Troy, in fact, caused the destruction of the city. Criseyde‘s plan to return to 

Troilus from the Greek camp, despite her many promises, fails to materialize.
12

  

  Although he claims to be merely reporting what he has read elsewhere, the 

narrator is reluctant to relate certain events of the plot (Criseyde‘s falseness most 

pertinently) because he feels that by simply retelling the story he is implicated in 

judgments against women with which he does not agree. By casting aspersions on the 

judgment of his source texts, the narrator acts out the poor reception that he frets over 

regarding his own text.
13

 His worries about subsequent readers properly understanding 

the text he is currently composing are made more forceful by his own resistant reading of 

his sources. The variability and unforeseeable nature of judgment is an important theme 

of the Troilus, reworked in a variety of ways. In the famous apostrophe to his ―litel bok‖ 

(V, 1786) sent off into the world, the narrator imagines his own inability to foresee the 

fate of the poem Troilus and Criseyde in the hands of unknown interpreters. He prays that 

his words and intention be understood despite the ―grete diversity‖ 

   In Englissh and in writyng of oure tonge  

   So prey I God that non myswrite the,  

   Ne the mysmetre for defaute of tonge; 

   And red wherso thow be, or elles songe, 

   That thow be understonde, God I biseche! (V, 1789-94)  

Having overseen the whole of the matter of Troilus and Criseyde, the narrator at the end 

finds himself in much the same position as his characters at the beginning, denied the 
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knowledge of what will come from all his work. He admits his own inability to see or 

control the future of his book. The litel bok must go, but where and how it will go and 

how it will be remembered or forgotten he cannot know.  

  One of the lengthiest musings of the narrator on the unforeseeable nature of future 

change comes in the proem to Book II. The narrator opens Book II by making clear his 

refusal to judge his characters for their poor planning and broken promises, attempting to 

cast off responsibility for the judgmental matter that he writes. He places ―thank‖ and 

―blame‖ on the source he ostensibly translates: ―Disblameth me if any word be lame, / 

For as myn auctor seyde, so sey I‖ (II, 17-18).The narrator further stresses the 

situatedness of perception by commenting on the changing form of speech and custom. 

What once seemed normal to past peoples now seems odd:  

   Ye knowe ek that in forme of speche is chaunge 

   Withinne a thousand yeer, and wordes tho 

   That hadden pris, now wonder nyce and straunge 

   Us thinketh hem, and yet thei spake hem so, 

   And spedde as wel in love as men now do; 

   Ek for to wynnen love in sondry ages, 

   In sondry londes, sondry ben usages. (II, 22-28)   

The ―sondry‖ experience of human life which varies across time and country means that 

no stable norm exists in the perceptual world upon which to base judgments. The 

variation of experience and judgment across time gives license to the narrator‘s 

alternative judgments about the supposedly unvarying historical occurrences he reports. 

Ultimately, knowledge and judgment in Troilus and Criseyde is always limited and 
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personal.   

  The multiplicity of human perception, and by extension human judgment and 

understanding, is everywhere emphasized in Troilus and Criseyde. Chaucer develops 

Boethius‘s insistence on the impossibility of unmediated knowledge of the world with 

specific reference to the absent future, the painfully circumscribed choices of his 

characters, and their ability to command their lives. Chaucer offers the first use of the 

word ―future‖ in English in the final prosa of the Boece, and it is a term that is transferred 

into Troilus and Criseyde during Criseyde‘s discussion of prudence. In the last section of 

the Boece, Chaucer twice glosses the term, the second gloss coming from Trevet, as if his 

audience would be unfamiliar with the word: ―futures (that is to seyn, fro tyme passed 

into tyme comynge)‖; and ―futuris (that ne ben nat yit),‖ (Boece 5P6.19-20, 37). The 

word occurs eight more times in the final passage of the Boece, where Philosophia 

struggles to convince the Prisoner that God‘s knowledge of the future lays no necessity 

upon the actions of men.  

  The absence of the future as a problem for human prudence is emphasized in 

Criseyde‘s self-analysis of her decision not to elope with Troilus. Looking back with 

regret, Criseyde‘s understanding of her predicament well portrays the mixture of insight 

and blindness inherent in the human subject who must make decisions as she moves 

through time. Criseyde‘s self-scrutiny accurately identifies her own greatest shortcoming, 

her lack of foresight, but this flash of self-understanding is followed immediately by her 

reassertion of precisely the greatest example of that weakness: her promise to return to 

Troilus. Even in her most profound moment of self-recognition, that she lacks foresight, 

Criseyde fundamentally misrecognizes both herself and her ability to foresee the future. 
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Gazing from the Greek camp back at the walls of Troy, Criseyde weeps for the loss of her 

love. She chides herself for not having accepted his suggestion to elope and laments her 

belated realization of the wisdom of his counsel: 

   To late is now to speke of that matere. 

   Prudence, allas, oon of thyne eyen thre 

   Me lakked alwey, er that I come here! 

   On tyme ypassed wel remembered me, 

   And present tyme ek koud ich wel ise, 

   But future tyme, er I was in the snare,  

   Koude I nat sen; that causeth now my care. (V, 741-49) 

In full awareness of her inability to foresee the future, Criseyde then blithely promises a 

future course of action that readers (from our privileged position of knowledge) recognize 

as one already foreclosed to her.  

   But natheles, bityde what bityde,  

   I shal to-morwe at nyght, by est or west, 

   Out of this oost stele in som manere syde,   

   And gon with Troilus where as hym lest. (V, 750-53) 

Monica McAlpine argues that Criseyde‘s counsel to Troilus not to elope marks her as an 

actively prudent woman, and that Criseyde‘s inability to foresee the future ―while 

personally disastrous for her, is not ethically significant, and that in ethical matters, at 

least, Chaucer, an innovative student of the future within a ‗fundamentally memorial‘ 

culture, ultimately privileged the first two eyes of Prudence over the third.‖
14

 That is, 

Criseyde‘s strident reassertion of a future course of action that she will not be able to 
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execute (her intention to return to Troilus), affirms her correct perception of the ―snare‖ 

in which she is caught; she is unable to see what is coming and to act in a way that will 

fulfill her desire. Ultimately, even her assessment that ―unto the worldes ende, / Shal 

neyther ben ywriten nor ysonge / No good word‖ proves false in the face of the narrator‘s 

kindly excuses of her actions and the many feminist defenses of Criseyde such as 

McAlpine‘s (V, 1058-60). Her belated recognition that she was unable to anticipate the 

coming future aligns her with the critics such as Walter Clyde Curry who at the end of 

the poem discover themselves similarly blindsided by their false confidence to predict 

what is to come.   

  Chaucer aligns the unknown moment of ―tyme comynge‖ with the equally 

unknown interior secrecy of subjectivity. Whereas past critics have discussed the Troilus 

as Chaucer‘s most historical work, I argue that Chaucer‘s text is always gazing towards 

the absent future as a site of judgment and radical and unknown difference. Human 

inability to anticipate the future is associated in Troilus and Criseyde with the inability to 

anticipate the actions of others or to know their true hearts and intentions. Even the 

privileged view of the historian, who looks back on what has been, cannot anticipate how 

his judgments will be received by future viewers with a more perspicacious gaze.
15

 

Moreover, historians cannot delve into the hearts of their historical subjects, and in this 

way are just as circumscribed as the individuals who experience history as their present 

moment. Both Chaucer and Boethius, then, expose the futility of human attempts to 

possess knowledge of more than ―this moveable and transitorie moment‖ (Boece 5P6.26). 
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Intimate Histories  

 Many critics have argued that, although Troilus and Criseyde is Chaucer‘s most 

historical work, it is a poem in which he attempts to write the history of the fall of Troy 

without ever addressing the substantial moments of that history.
16

 Lee Patterson 

exemplifies this stance by calling Troilus and Criseyde Chaucer‘s ―essay into the 

philosophy of history‖ but also noting that the poem appears to be more interested in the 

subjectivity of its characters than history as such.
17

 Patterson muses melancholically on 

the ―fragmentation of subjectivity‖ in the poem and thus the impossibility of History writ 

large, an impossibility he pessimistically judges to stem from the failure of Boethian 

ideals in the face of a degraded human ―Thebanness.‖ As we have seen, however, the 

fragmentation of human subjectivity and the variety of human experience, when read 

through Trevet‘s Aristotelian-Thomism, is not a site of human loss. It is rather the unique 

gift of the human soul—the ability to choose for oneself even if these choices must be 

chosen in the absence of full knowledge. Patterson places his vision of Boethian 

historiography in opposition to the particular type of private history he sees Chaucer 

constructing in Troilus and Criseyde:  

   For whereas Boethius‘s Stoic vision anchors the course of the individual  

   life in a summum bonum that provides both alpha and omega, Chaucer‘s  

   poem explores a world of such historical density and particularity that it  

   precludes both a clearly demarcated beginning—in the sense both of  

   chronological initiation and of ‗the cause whi‘ (5, 1028)—and a stable  

   conclusion.
18

 

Patterson‘s understanding of Boethianism here neglects the Consolation‘s insistence 
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upon the particularity of experience: that we know only by our own limited means and 

can never have unmediated access to what it is we are trying to know. In this section, I 

will argue for a more historical understanding of the Troilus, that its emphasis on intimate 

histories and subjective secrecy exemplifies a Trevet-inflected Boethian copiousness of 

histories and perspectives while it consistently rejects the judgment of a singular human 

History.
19

 Chaucer‘s Boethius argues that the world is populated by individual 

viewpoints, and that one can never know that one is experiencing the world with a shared 

view or a sameness. The insistence on the particularity of knowledge is everywhere 

expanded in Trevet‘s commentary and is adopted by Chaucer as the fundamentally 

Boethian lesson of Troilus and Criseyde.  

  Nearly every scene in the poem is constructed in a way that compares the 

subjective experience of some event by an individual with the experience of that same 

event by another. The early scene in the Palladion piles several levels of experience, 

known and unknown, upon each other and highlights the subjective, interior, and hidden 

experience of each character. As Troilus walks through the temple gazing brashly at the 

ladies and making haughty comments toward knights who pine unrequited, unbeknownst 

to Troilus he himself is being observed by the God of Love, who judges it is the right 

time to ―hitte [Troilus] atte fulle‖ (I, 209) with desire. Shot through the heart, Troilus‘s 

gaze eventually falls upon Criseyde, whom he surreptitiously observes with growing love 

   And sodenly he wax therwith astoned, 

   And gan hir bet biholde in thrify wise. 

   ‗O mercy, God,‘ thoughte he, ‗wher hastow woned, 

   That art so fery and goodly to devise?‘ 
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   Therwith his herte gan to sprede and rise,  

   And softe sighed, lest men myghte hym here, 

   An caught ayeyn his firste pleyinge chere. (I, 274-80) 

Although a dramatic change has taken place at the very heart of Troilus‘s being (―Blissed 

be Love, that kan thus folk converte!‖ I, 308), he dissembles the ―pleying chere‖ that 

marked the former man. Criseyde‘s famously unknowing response to Troilus‘s gaping—

her sideways glance, with its implicit question ―‗What, may I nat stonden here?‘‖ (I, 

292)—well portrays the deep contrast in their experience of what is a fundamentally 

transformative event for Troilus.  

  This begins the long process of Troilus hiding his true feelings, ―Lest it were wist 

on any manere syde, / His woo he gan dissimilen and hide‖ (I, 321-22). The 

dissimulations of demeanor and intent that occur in the poem highlight the secretive 

nature of much human thought and desire. The OED places the first use of the word 

―secret‖ in English around 1399 in the work of Langland, but Chaucer was using the 

word earlier. It appears in the Boece six times. In the Ulysses metrum it is used to 

describe the hidden strength and vigor of men who outwardly have been transformed into 

beasts. Despite their changed ―lymes of the body … in the secre tour of hir hertes (that is 

to seyn the strength of reason)‖ they remain the same men (Boece 4M3.38, 40-41). While 

God can pierce through the dissembled posturing of those who wish to hide their secret 

hearts, human beings remain to one another as mystifying as the secret future. In the 

temple Criseyde is blissfully unaware that her life is about to change— and that she 

herself is the cause of a fundamental alteration in another. Her inability to see the future, 

then, is largely premised on her inability to peer into the interior experience of another 
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person, a predicament that is repeated time and again in the poem.  

  Hurrying back home, Troilus reaffirms his intention to hide his love in yet another 

scene of intricate interior devising. The scene in Troilus‘s room allows the reader 

privileged access to his innermost thoughts, as we almost cinematically enter into his 

spirit‘s ―mette,‖ or day dream, where, like the Knight narrator, Troilus discovers a 

temple. Troilus‘s temple, however, is populated only by Criseyde whom he sees in the 

―mirour of his mynde‖ (I, 365). ―Imagenynge‖ the joys of wooing her, he decides to 

follow the craft of love, but wishes to do so secretly: 

   And thoughte he wolde werken pryvely,   

   First to hiden his desir in muwe  

   From every wight yborn, al outrely, 

   But he myghte ought recovered be therby, 

   Remembryng hym that love to wide yblowe  

   Yelt bittre fruyt, though swete seed be sowe. (I, 372, 380-85)  

The ability for humanity to ―werken pryvely‖ mimics the unknown workings of 

providence that guide and undergird human action. Commenting on the proliferation of 

secrets in Troilus and Criseyde, Barry Windeatt notes that ―a poem in which the 

characters are so preoccupied with a secret experience prompts awareness in readers or 

hearers that they are party to a disclosure of something intimate and personal.‖
20

 Our 

glimpse into the interior secrets of Troilus is strikingly similar to our privileged 

knowledge of their future circumstances.     

  Throughout the poem we are given privileged views into the inner lives of 

characters‘ experiences, and our secret knowledge often reveals their misapprehensions 
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and misinterpretations of other characters. Two particularly emotional examples occur in 

Book IV when Troilus and Criseyde learn that Criseyde is to be exchanged to the Greeks. 

Troilus hears of the trade as he stands as a witness to the formal ambassadorial meeting 

between the Greeks and the Trojans. We are transported through the flashing interior 

panic of Troilus as he struggles to hide from public view the turmoil he feels inside. 

    This Troilus was present in the place 

   Whan axed was for Antenour Criseyde, 

   For which ful soone chaungen gan his face,  

   As he that with tho wordes we neigh deyde. 

   But nathles he no word to it seyde, 

   lest men sholde his affecioun espye; 

   With mannes herte he gan his sorwes drye 

 

   And ful of angwissh and of grisly drede 

   Abod what lords wolde unto it seye; 

   And if they wolde it graunte—as God forbede— 

   Th‘eschaunge of hire, than thoughte he thynges tweye: 

   First, how to save hire honour, and what weye 

   He myghte best th‘eschaunge of hire withstonde 

   Ful fast he caste how al this myghte stonde. 

  

  Love hym made al prest to don hire byde, 

   And rather dyen than she sholde go; 
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   But Resoun seyde hym, on that other syde, 

   ‗Withouten assent of hire ne do nat so, 

   Lest for thi werk she wolde be thy fo, 

   And seyn that thorugh thy medlynge is iblowe 

   Youre bother love, ther it was erst unknowe.‘ (IV, 148-68) 

Troilus‘s mind splits upon itself in a rapid fire debate between Love and Reason as he 

shuffles through his options all the while attempting to remain, to all observers, a silent 

and disinterested party in the wartime talks. The staunch contrast between Troilus‘s 

experience of the scene and that of the other characters‘ foregrounds the limited 

perception we have of others and the extreme likelihood of misinterpreting human intent. 

Although Troilus is extremely invested in making sure Criseyde is not traded, he does 

nothing to prevent the influence of the crowd that chides Hector for his reluctance to 

trade Criseyde. Troilus‘s desire to conceal his secret love for Criseyde prevents him from 

acting to stop the trade. Moreover, the narrator emphasizes the ignorance of the crowd 

who call for Antenor, the very man who will betray them and bring the fall of Troy; ―For 

cloude of errour let hem to discerne / What best is‖ (IV, 199-200). The theme of secrecy 

and the isolation of subjectivity is further developed in the corresponding scene where 

Criseyde struggles with the news of her imminent departure from Troy.     

  Having heard she is to be exchanged for Antenor, Criseyde sets her heart and 

mind fully on Troilus, pouring over what it is best for her to do. As she considers her 

situation a group of women friends visit her to commiserate. Naturally, these ladies know 

nothing of her love affair with Troilus, so their remarks intended to be helpful and 

soothing are unknowingly callous and hurtful. One gossip declares she is happy Criseyde 
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will see her father again, while another muses that perhaps her exchange will bring peace 

between the Greeks and Trojans. The description of Criseyde as she endures these 

niceties is an image of trapped interiority. 

   Tho wordes and tho wommanysshe thynges, 

   She herde hem right as though she thennes were; 

   For Got it woot, hire herte on othir thyng is. 

   Although the body sat among hem there, 

   Hire advertence is alwey elleswhere, 

   For Troilus ful faste hire soule soughte; 

   Withouten word, on hym alwey she thoughte. 

   Thise wommen, that thus wenden hire to plese, 

   Aboute naught gonne alle hire tales spende. 

   Swich vanyte ne kan don hire non ese, 

   As she that al this mene while brende 

   Of other passioun than that they wende, 

   So that she felt almost hire herte dye 

   For wo and wery of that compaignie. (IV, 694-707) 

As the narrator formerly meditated on the changeable nature of words through time and 

culture, here we see that even during a shared moment the words of others lack a stable 

and shared meaning because of the dissonance of their feelings and experience of the 

conversation. No longer able to keep up the pretense, Criseyde begins to cry. But even 

her tears are misinterpreted by the ladies, who believe she cries for the loss of their 
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friendship. Determined to ease her pain they redouble their previous efforts at soothing 

conversation and thereby further alienate Criseyde by comforting her for something ―on 

which she litel thought‖ (IV, 723). The marked inability to judge the inner states of other 

people culminates when Criseyde faints and Troilus believes she has died. Thinking his 

love to be dead, Troilus unsheathes his sword to kill himself and is prevented from doing 

so only by Criseyde‘s timely awakening. These dramatic scenes of the isolated secrecy of 

subjectivity and the often tragic role misinterpretation plays in daily life take place 

among many other smaller scenes of isolating, secret experience throughout the text. 

Whereas the interiority of Criseyde and Troilus is laid bare to the reader, most of the 

actions of Pandarus deny us access to his true intent, a subject that continues to engage 

much critical speculation.
21

 When Diomede woos Criseyde by feigning inexperience in 

love he dissembles his interior life and tricks her with his charms. The scene of 

consummation between Criseyde and Troilus takes place literally surrounded with souls 

ignorant of the intense experience shared by the two lovers, and has often been pointed 

out, perhaps with the lovers in ignorance of Pandarus‘s observation of their tryst. In all of 

these moments readers are offered privileged access to the interiors of characters, an 

access that highlights the inability of the individuals accurately to access one another. 

  The desire to dissemble for others, to hide a hidden pain, or to keep another in the 

dark regarding one‘s true intentions becomes pathologized in Troilus in Book V. When 

Troilus is in the deepest mire of isolation, separated from Criseyde and unable to tell his 

friends of his hidden emotional burden, his treasured fantasy is not of intimate disclosure 

of true intentions and inner feelings to another, but rather that that other men will look at 

him and see that he bears a secret without coming to know what it is.  
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   And of hymself ymagened he ofte  

   To ben defet, and pale, and waxen lesse 

   Than he was wont, and that men seyden softe, 

   ‗What may it be? Who kan the sothe gesse 

   Whi Troilus hath al this hevynesse?‘ 

   And al this nas but his malencholie, 

   That he hadde of hymself swich fantasie. (V, 617-23) 

The desire for an open and honest love twists into a drama of speculation: that other 

people will know his secret only insofar as it is still hidden. He does not want others to 

know his secret, but he does want others to notice he has a secret. Criseyde, on the other 

hand, finds her greatest sorrow to be precisely the lack of a confidant—―And this was yet 

the werste of al hire peyne: / Ther was no wight to whom she dorste hire pleyne‖ (V, 727-

28). Troilus‘s ―fantasie‖ reveals much about the lovers‘ relative desires for privacy and 

persistence of the inner life in the poem.       

  The experience of secrecy within the temporal world, particularly the sort of 

secrecy in which the keeper of the secret feels powerless to reveal himself or change the 

course of events based on his privileged knowledge, mirrors our relation to divine 

prescience. Since God exists outside of time in an eternal present, he therefore knows our 

past and future selves more fully than we know ourselves. Moreover, gazing from 

eternity, God witnesses not only the public spectacle of history but also penetrates into 

our deepest most private thoughts and feelings to dredge out and fully comprehend our 

intentions. The elaborate secrecy enacted by Troilus and Criseyde show that they have 

misapprehended the stretch of prescience, foretold at the end of the Boece: ―ye nil nat 
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dissimulen; syn that ye worken and don (that is to seyn, your dedes or your werkes) 

byforn the eyen of the juge that seeth and demeth alle thinges‖ (Boece 5P6.307-10). Early 

in Book I of the Troilus, the narrator takes up a plaint that will be repeated several times 

―O blynde world, O blynde entencioun! / How often falleth al the effect contraire / of 

surquidrie and foul presumpcioun‖ (I, 211-13). The characters may try to do what they 

believe is best, to hide and to dissimulate, to follow their intentions, but for all their 

strivings the causal effects of what they do remain hidden and unperceived. This is the sin 

of ―presumpcioun,‖ of overconfidence in assuming that one possesses enough knowledge 

to predict an outcome. This sin is best portrayed by Calkas, who upon learning that the 

city of Troy will fall, departs to the Greek camps and thereby ensures that the fate he has 

foreseen will now occur. The attempt by Troilus and Criseyde to hide their affair is later 

the cause of its dazzling revelation ―unto the worlds ende‖ (V, 1058), when secrecy 

forces their separation and makes possible Criseyde‘s unfaithfulness. The narrative 

highlights the ways ―foul presumpcioun‖ causes human subjects to misperceive the 

eventual outcomes of their actions, and emphasizes the limited nature of human foresight.  

  The two characters able to look into the future with full knowledge, Calkas and 

Cassandra, see the future much like Patterson‘s History, one lacking the specificity of 

personal experience. In this way, even from the position of ―full‖ knowledge of the 

future, Cassandra and Calkas appear unaware of the causal chains of smaller decisions 

and attitudes that contribute to those ―historical events‖ writ large, such as the fall of 

Troy. Just as gazing into the future with complete knowledge of the eventual outcome is 

liable to mislead and cause the viewer to misunderstand causal chains (as in the case of 

Calkas‘s speedy exit from Troy), so too full knowledge of the past from the privileged 
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vantage of the backward glance is also necessarily circumscribed by the lack of access to 

personal experience, secret motivations, and the emotional tenor of decisions made. 

Chaucer‘s Troilus and Criseyde stresses precisely the similarity of the future prediction 

and the historical account in the bookended gazes of the disembodied soul of Troilus, and 

the similarly disembodied voice of the narrator. 

The Confused Soul and the Backward Glance 

  Few literary scenes of laughter have caused as much of a stir as Troilus‘s ―lough 

right at the wo / Of hem that wepten for his deth so faste‖ (V, 1821-22). At the end of 

Troilus and Criseyde, the disembodied soul of Troilus flies up to the heavens, looks down 

at the ―litel spot of erthe‖ where his star-crossed romance took place, and laughs at those 

below. This final scene, and the Christian exhortation that follows, is often read as the 

definitive interpretive rubric for the whole of the poem. One can characterize three major 

critical attitudes towards this final scene, often called the epilogue. There are those who 

see the laugh of Troilus as a corrective moral judgment by which we should reevaluate 

everything that has come before. These critics (including Bernard L. Jefferson, D. W. 

Robertson, E. Talbot Donaldson, John M. Steadman, Sheila Delany, and Alfred Gaylord) 

read the epilogue in ―Boethian‖ terms; that is, they understand Troilus‘s laugh to assert 

the contemptus mundi lesson in line with the Consolation of Philosophy which aspires to 

apotheosis.
22

 Having finally achieved a philosophical perspective, Troilus can reject the 

fleeting earthly love he once pursued. As I have made clear throughout this study, 

however, Boethius‘s Platonic contemptus mundi attitude is everywhere complicated by 

Trevet‘s Aristotelian reading of the Consolation, which argues for the dignity of earthly 
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experience and the dual nature of the human person, material and intellectual.  

  Some scholars more recently have seen the epilogue as asserting a moral antidote 

to the previous Books. George Edmondson argues that Troilus‘s scornful laugh 

announces his release from the liminally symbolic ―space between two deaths‖ while also 

marking Chaucer‘s attempt to reconcile the Christian and pagan worlds.
23

 For Dinshaw, 

the reading of Troilus‘s laugh as a moral corrective marks the supremely masculine 

reading of Troilus and Criseyde, which, she argues Chaucer himself never condones.
24

 

For many of the critics who assert that the ending functions as a moral corrective, 

however, there lingers a sense that Chaucer‘s epilogue takes things a bit too far, and robs 

quite a bit of the fun from the poem. James I. Wimsatt, for example, notes that 

humanity‘s realistic foibles and ―misapprehensions are not finally corrected till the 

Epilogue, and then are perhaps overcorrected.‖
25

 The sense that Chaucer‘s moralizing is 

heavy-handed pervades many of these readings. 

  Emblematic of the second critical camp—those who believe the ending is left 

open and ambiguous in order to appeal to the interpretive capacity of the reader—Monica 

McAlpine also reads Chaucer‘s Boethianism as an important key for understanding the 

epilogue.
26

 Her sensitive analysis of the Consolation of Philosophy shares much with my 

reading of Boethius insofaras she stresses his insistence on the limitations of human 

perception and knowledge. Concerned mainly with Chaucer‘s interpretation of Boethian 

tragedy, McAlpine argues that Troilus rejects only the earthly ―werks‖ he witnesses on 

the ―litel spot of erthe‖ and not his love of Criseyde. Noting the multiplicity of 

conventional ending cues tacked onto the end of the poem, she argues that the 

proliferation of endings makes final judgment of the poem impossible.
27

 Other critics find 
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themselves disturbed by Troilus‘s dismissive chortle. A. C. Spearing observes that ―it has 

been widely felt that the end of the Troilus is an unsatisfactory job, turning nervously 

from one topic and tone to another … and finally giving emphatic expression to a 

Christian orthodoxy that apparently negates much of the human and literary substance of 

what precedes.‖
28

 The lack of critical satisfaction with the ending runs across interpretive 

divides and stems, in part, from this apparent negation of the previous poem and its 

commitments.  

  Few critics have gone quite so far as Lee Patterson to reject the ―lesson‖ of the 

epilogue. Once again, he identifies a failed Boethianism as Chaucer‘s target. He argues 

that Troilus‘s ascent and laugh is an ―apparently definitive Boethian moment,‖ one in 

which 

   Chaucer manages to suggest the ultimate impotence, even irrelevance, of 

   Boethianism. Rather than a mode of understanding that is fully aware of  

   the experiential world it presumes to judge, the poem implies,  

   Boethianism is an ideal dream of order that is not only continually belied  

   by experience but is itself motivated by recursive yearnings.
29

 

 I also understand the end of Troilus in Boethian terms, but the Boethianism of Chaucer, 

as I have shown already in Chapters 2 and 3, is not a Neoplatonic doctrine that rejects and 

presumes to judge the experiential world. Boethianism cannot be used to sanction 

Troilus‘s laugh as the final and correct judgment of the world and the poem.  

  If the final lines of Troilus and Criseyde are a definitively Boethian moment, and 

offer an interpretive crux for all the lines which have gone before, then it is impossible to 

separate our understanding of Chaucer‘s poem from his understanding of the Consolation 
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of Philosophy. Since Trevet‘s commentary offers a reading of the Consolation that 

stresses the individualized experience of the earthly realm, it is not surprising that this 

emphasis appears in comments relevant to Troilus‘s apotheosis. This section will look at 

two passages of Trevet‘s commentary pertinent to Troilus‘s experience in the epilogue: 

Trevet‘s discussion of the soul‘s experience after it is separated from the body in death 

(3M11); and Trevet‘s comments on Boethius‘s Orpheus metrum (3M12), which 

condemns the Thracian singer‘s ―abakward‖ glance into the bowels of the earth. Trevet‘s 

uniquely Aristotelian-Thomist interpretation of Boethius shapes the ending of Troilus and 

Criseyde in startlingly new ways. 

  While awaiting her exchange for Antenor, Criseyde laments the inevitable 

absence of Troilus and compares the love they share to that of Orpheus and Eurydice: 

―For though in erthe ytwynned be we tweyne, / Yet in the feld of pite, out of peyne, / 

That highte Elisos, shal we ben yfeere, / As Orpheus and Erudice, his feere‖ (IV, 788-91). 

Her interpretation of the myth ignores Orpheus‘s failed trip to the underworld to retrieve 

his bride, his years of subsequent melancholy wandering, and his terrible demise at the 

hands of maenads. Criseyde focuses instead on their final resting place together in death. 

Boethius‘s Consolation was one of three major sources for the Orpheus myth in the 

Middle Ages, along with Ovid and Virgil. The Orpheus story was highly allegorized in 

the medieval period, an interpretive history that has been carefully traced by John Block 

Friedman in Orpheus in the Middle Ages.
30

 Boethius‘s version of Orpheus‘s descent into 

hell was extensively glossed by the Consolation‘s scholastic commentators as an allegory 

of the proper relationship between the mind (Orpheus) and the affective body (Eurydice). 

Orpheus‘s failure to resist his desire to gaze at his wife exemplifies the failure of the 
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mind to resist the pull of lesser desires. Trevet‘s commentary on Boethius‘s Orpheus 

metrum, is uncharacteristically allegorical and narrative. He bases his reading on 

Fulgentius‘s Mythologies and carefully marks the poem as an integumentum, or fable, 

drawn from Ovid in which the allegorical reading is more important than the literal.
31

   

  In Trevet‘s reading, Eurydice and Orpheus signify two aspects of the human soul, 

Orpheus the reasoning agent intellect and his wife Eurydice ―the affective part of man‖ 

(scilicet pars hominis affectiva). Although the character does not appear in Boethius‘s 

poem, Trevet explains the death of Eurydice with reference to a shepherd named 

Aristeus, who chased her into a field where she tread on the snake that killed her. The 

shepherd Aristeus, ―who is interpreted as virtue‖ (qui interpretatur virtus), lustfully 

desires to make love (copulare cupit Aristeus) to Eurydice, whereupon she flees into a 

field, is bitten by the snake, and dies.
32

 Orpheus as the intellectus volens descends into the 

inferno to save her. The allegory is strange and contorted: virtue makes unwanted sexual 

advances upon a woman married to another man, the intellect. The commentators want us 

to understand that Eurydice‘s resistance to the advances of the shepherd Aristeus, are 

akin to the struggle of baser human nature against virtue, but the allegory is so 

problematically tangled in sexual imagery (copulation, adultery, rape) that the meaning 

they assert seems unduly stretched.  

  The allegory of Orpheus‘s descent is similarly problematic. Having lost his wife, 

Orpheus descends into the inferno,  

   for the purpose of reasoning about earthly things to show how many evils  

   are enclosed [in the earth]; and thus the affect is freed from the earth [by  

   descending into hell], on one condition, that while the intellect [Orpheus]  
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   is reasoning about the earth, it not gaze at the rear, turning a glance to the  

   wife [Eurydice].
33

  

The ending of the story is well known; unable to delay his gratification, Orpheus turns to 

look at his wife before he has left the underworld and thereby loses her forever. Trevet 

glosses this confusing lesson with reference to Aristotle‘s Nicomachean Ethics, in a 

passage that bears heavily on Troilus‘s final ocular judgment: 

   Whence the Philosopher says in the third Ethics: What type [of person]  

   every man is, is seen by the type of end for him [i.e. the end he chooses],  

   and for that reason any time man judges, it is in so far as he was  

   influenced [by the end he identifies as the good]. If therefore the intellect,  

   for the purpose of reasoning about the earth, should turn the gaze to affect,  

   namely for the purpose of judging earthly delights, already it has departed  

   from [the task of] elevating the affect/emotions, and for that reason it  

   ought not to turn the gaze to affect by judging it similarly before it has  

   been abstracted from earthly things.
34

  

Once again Trevet turns to Aristotle to make sense of Boethius, this time to Book 3 of the 

Nicomachean Ethics, in which Aristotle meditates on whether the ends we choose to 

pursue are voluntary choices or if they spring from different men according to their 

differing natures and personalities. The paraphrase of Aristotle here resonates with 

Pandarus‘s famous assertion that ―th‘end is every tales strengthe‖ (II, 260) –that is, we 

can judge the quality and character of a man by the end he chooses to pursue. Or, as 

Pandarus seems to suggest, we can judge tales by their endings. By turning his head ―for 

the purpose of judging earthly delights‖ Orpheus reveals that his true goal is not to 
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elevate his affective nature (Eurydice), but rather to contemplate the earth and its 

pleasures. It does not matter how far Orpheus has come, that he has descended into the 

underworld, appeased monstrous dogs, or gained favor with the dark gods, the single 

motion of turning his head reveals his inner, secret intention and his true end.  

  In light of the condemnation of Orpheus‘s backward glance, Troilus‘s final gaze 

down on the ―litel spot of erthe‖ (V, 1815) takes on a new Boethian significance. Having 

seen with ―ful avysement / the erratik sterres, herkenyng armonye / With sownes ful of 

hevenyssh melodie‖ (V, 1811-14), Troilus removes his eyes from the perfect felicity of 

heaven for one quick, and final, Orpheus-like glimpse back at the earth. He casts his sight 

―down from thennes faste he gan avyse‖ to Troy his former home embraced by the sea. 

And he gazes back on ―ther he was slayn‖ (V, 1820)—just for a moment—but unlike the 

previous contemplation of the stars, in this look his ―avysement‖ is not full. The couplet 

―he gan avyse‖ takes as its rhyme-pair a line that describes the moment Troilus ―fully gan 

despise / this wrecched world‖ (V, 1816, emphasis added). Again, far from releasing him 

from the weight of earthly emotional involvement, we might imagine Troilus‘s 

disembodied lips curling into an ugly snarl as his ghostly face fills with hatred and 

loathing for what is below. As I will show in a discussion of Trevet‘s thoughts on 

disembodied souls, critics who have thought the ―full avysement‖ extends not only to 

Troilus‘s observations of the heavens, but also to his judgment of the earth, are mistaken. 

Troilus‘s ―abakward‖ look cannot help but recall the final moral offered by Boethius to 

the Orphean metrum:  

   For whoso that evere be so overcomen that he ficche his eien into the put  

   of helle, that is to seyn, whoso sette his thoughtes in erthly thinges, al that  
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   evere he hath drawen of the noble good celestial he lesith it, whann he  

   looketh the helles, that is to seyn, into lowe thinges of the erthe. (Boece  

   3M12.63-69) 

It is not the contemplation of earthly things per se that Boethius condemns, rather he 

reprimands the peep behind the shoulder once the soul has moved onto the contemplation 

of higher goods.  

  Trevet‘s commentary on the Orpheus metrum immediately tempers this absolutist 

lesson by placing stress on the Aristotelian-Thomist notion of the variety of human 

experience and the various conduits by which people gain access to the good. Turning 

away from the allegorized reading of the exceptional man, Orpheus, that he has just 

offered, Trevet asserts that, because culture, personality, and education level vary so 

extensively among human individuals, it is necessary that the truth take many forms and 

be understood in different ways by different people. Trevet cites Aristotle‘s Metaphysics 

to claim, ―not all men accept the truth in the same way, not only on account of diverse 

customs, but also on account of diverse natures and because of less instruction in logic. 

Whence, it happens that some receive truth better through the mode of demonstration, 

some if it is proven by an authority, some if through the integument of fables.‖
35

 Hardly 

the intellectual snob Philosophia showed herself to be in the Consolation, Trevet 

recognizes that, for some, the philosophical and pedagogical work of fables will always 

be more effective than pure logic. This meditation on the diversity of human nature and 

customs resonates throughout Troilus and Criseyde, perhaps most pertinently in the 

proem to Book II and in the epilogue‘s meditation on language change. The necessity of 

sensual experience in the sublunary world creates interesting consequences for the soul 
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when it is separated from the body, and thus for the disembodied soul of Troilus, a topic 

Trevet discusses in 3M11. 

  This metrum dealing with ―lyght of the ynwarde sighte‖ (Boece 3M11.234), is 

one of the most glossed passage in Chaucer‘s Boece, and I have already discussed it in 

the previous chapter concerning Trevet‘s rejection of the Platonic doctrine of 

Recollection. Here again we find Trevet asserting that Boethius is following Plato‘s 

poetic style (modus loquendi Platonis poetis), which must be interpreted allegorically. 

Trevet spends quite a bit of commentative energy explaining a statement by Boethius that 

suggests the preexistence of souls in heaven and their subsequent descent into bodies: 

―the body bryngynge the weight of foryetynge‖ (Boece 3M11.28). Trevet begins his 

explanation of this section by confirming the immortality of the soul after death and by 

asserting that the soul‘s existence when separated from the body is different than when it 

is housed in physical limbs. In each of these states (bodied and disembodied), Trevet 

argues, the soul has a different way of achieving its function, that is to provide ―the 

capacity of understanding‖ (intelligere). In each form it exists in a different state of being 

as well, since function follows being (quia operari sequitur esse).   

   Now although it may be the case that, just as the soul has a more perfect  

   being when joined [to the body] than when it is separate, so too it [i.e., the  

   soul] may have a more perfect capacity of understanding [when it is thus  

   joined]; nevertheless, in the capacity of understanding which it has when  

   separated from the body, a certain perfection is found, which it does not  

   have when in the body.
36

 

Here, Trevet extends his insistence on the limitations of human perspective even to our 
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disembodied souls. Our soul knows and understands differently when housed in the body 

than when separated, but it knows and understands no less perfectly than the disembodied 

soul. Each type of knowing has a certain type of perfection according to its function. Lodi 

Nauta explains that ―this rather incoherent position is basically that of Thomas 

Aquinas.‖
37

 The incoherence of Trevet‘s position makes sense in light of Thomas‘s 

commitment to the unicity of form, which I discussed in detail in Chapter 2. Total 

perfection of human understanding and the human soul can only occur when the body 

and soul are united in a perfected form after the Second Coming.
38

   

  These claims may surprise a reader who believes that Boethius advances a strictly 

contemptus mundi doctrine in which the body is a filthy hindrance to the workings of the 

mind and soul. Here we find Trevet attributing to Boethius the belief that the body has a 

certain perfection, and moreover that the soul possesses ―a more perfect being‖ and ―a 

more perfect capacity of understanding‖ when it is in the body. Others have pointed out 

that this line of reasoning follows Thomist doctrine on the knowledge of the separated 

soul, the question he undertakes in the Summa Theologica Ia. 89.
39

 Although the soul and 

the body are separable since the body is perishable and the soul is immortal, there is at 

least one function and a kind of perfection present in the embodied state that is not 

available to the disembodied soul; the example Trevet gives here is knowing through the 

senses.  

  The disembodied soul is incapable of gathering knowledge of things through the 

senses, because it has no organs with which to gather that information. The soul can 

know the intelligible world through direct access to the ‗species‘ that formerly were 

apprehended only through the working of phantasm, but this form of knowledge is 
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radically different than the sort the soul gained through the body. Harold Kaylor argues 

that this ―intelligence-knowing that belongs only to ‗the devyne nature‘‖ is never fully 

available to Troilus because he lives and dies in a pre-Christian paradigm.
40

  

   Troilus is permitted to fly only so high upon his pagan wings. From his  

   vantage point in the hollowness of the Eighth Sphere, his soul hovers,  

   observing and comprehending the finitude of the temporal realm,  

   unprepared to observe and comprehend the infinite realm reportedly to be  

   found beyond, which Dante will claim to explore.
41

  

Kaylor is right to identify that a new kind of knowing occurs here in the final scene, but 

without the body in a Thomist-schema, which Kaylor also aligns with the Troilus, the 

soul can no longer comprehend anything but the infinite realm. The lingering of Troilus‘s 

soul unhoused from its sensual body make him unprepared to observe and comprehend 

the temporal realm. The consequences of the differences experienced by the embodied 

and disembodied soul are immense for their differing ability to understand earthly 

phenomena. As Trevet specifies, 

   For, the soul when united with the body, gathers together its knowledge of  

   things by means of the senses, so much so that it gains knowledge of  

   nothing without sensation. But when separated [from the body] it has 

    knowledge of all natural things only in a confused way.
42

 emphasis added 

Separated from the sensual body, the soul becomes confused in its ability to know the 

natural world, unable to observe clearly the phenomena it once easily and simply brought 

in through the eyes, ears, nose, mouth, and skin. Eleonore Stump clarifies the notions of 

Aquinas with a striking analogy, ―[t]he disembodied soul after death is consequently 
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something like the mirror image of a human being who is in a persistent vegetative state. 

A human being in an irreversible vegetative state is an incomplete human being. So, in a 

different sense, is a disembodied soul on Aquinas‘s view.‖
43

 Without the body, the soul 

can listen to heavenly music and gaze at the erratic stars but the power to see and 

understand the earth is gone.
44

 

  Just as the body once individuated the soul at the moment of their co-creation, 

Trevet makes clear that the traces of bodily experience stored in the memory remain after 

death as memorial images that now mark the individuality of that specific disembodied 

soul, ―that state (habitus) of the soul which enables it to understand cannot be corrupted 

by loss of memory when the soul is separate from the body.‖
45

 Each soul retains its 

personal history even when removed from the temporal world precisely because of the 

remenant of memory—those traces of the physical world drawn sensually within the 

soul. And yet, pulled from their proper perfection in the body, even this personal history, 

this ghostly memorial world, can no longer be accessed or understood in the same way 

after death: ―if the soul existed by itself [separately from the body] it would have in its 

memory, albeit in a confused state, that which it learns‖ when in the body.
46

 The 

confusion of the disembodied soul in its perception and judgment of all things physical 

undercuts the authority that many critics have given to the judgment of Troilus‘s ghost at 

the end of the poem. From a Thomist viewpoint the connection between the body and the 

soul is so integral to the function of human life that when the body and soul are separated 

at death perfection of knowledge is still impossible. As Giulio D‘Onofrio makes this clear 

in The History of Theology in the Middle Ages,  

   Not only, then, does the incorruptible soul not lose its own individuality  
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   through bodily death; it also retains its nature as a form, that is, its ability  

   to give life, movement, and knowledge to the body even when it is  

   separated from the body by a purely accidental state of affairs that is a  

   consequence of original sin, namely the cessation of earthly life. This  

   means that since all of creation is ordered to the achievement of the  

   conditions for perfection that God wills for creatures, and since the  

   perfection of the soul includes the ability to form the body, the state of  

   separation from the body is unnatural and cannot be permanent.
47

 

Caught in an unnatural and impermanent state of disembodiment, not to mention his 

judgment from outside the dispensation of Christian grace, Troilus‘s judgment of the 

world should not be given the moral force of the most enlightened view of the poem. 

  Troilus‘s backward glance shows us that he still cares enough for the world to 

disengage his eyes from the perfection of the heavens to contemplate the goings-on down 

below. But his ―light goost‖ (V, 1808) is no longer suited to understand our woe and 

work, which he so soundly damns. Our first description of Troilus emphasizes the 

difference of his soul‘s perception in the celestial realm. Troilus‘s soul listens to the 

―hevenyssh melodie‖ (V, 1813) of the music of the spheres, harmonies his physical ears 

could not have heard. He marvels with full vision at the graceful wanderings of the 

planets, a sight his earthly eyes could only see in part. Finally, the soul of Troilus gazes 

down at our ―litel spot of erthe‖ with discernment no longer meant to perceive our world 

and laughs at the suffering there. Is it ever an enlightened response to laugh at the woe of 

others? Troilus should have learned not to revel in schadenfreude early in the poem. 

Looking back on the haughty smiles with which he once condemned the folly of lovers in 
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the Palladion temple (I, 194), Troilus‘s later regrets this callous disregard for their pain. 

He imagines that if other men knew he loved Criseyde, these knights would chide him for 

his former pride. Troilus imagines them mimicking his previous derision and ―Laughen 

in scorn, and seyn, ‗Loo, ther goth he / That is the man of so gret sapience, / That held us 

lovers leest in reverence‖ (I, 514-16). At the end of the poem, are we meant to look back 

to the beginning and realize that Troilus‘s scorn of lovers did, in fact, mark him as a man 

of great sapience? Trevet would tell us that Troilus‘s soul in its confused state is no 

longer suited to judge the terrestrial world.  

  Gerald Morgan‘s epic, two-volume reading of Troilus and Criseyde offers an 

approach to the end of the poem similar to mine. He identifies Thomist and Aristotelian 

influences in the Troilus, but places their conduit in Dante rather than Boethius. On the 

final scene he comments,  

   The very familiarity of the theme of de contemptu mundi does not mean  

   that it should be unthinkingly applied to Chaucer‘s poem and that we  

   should interpret Troilus and Criseyde in the light of Stoic or Platonic  

   rather than Aristotelian philosophical principles. Plainly, the influence of  

   Dante (and hence of Aristotle and Aquinas) continues to hold sway in  

   Chaucer‘s mind.
48

 

Despite our general agreement concerning the influence of Aristotle and Aquinas, our 

readings differ markedly. Morgan believes that the laugh of Troilus intends no scorn, that 

it is ―not in disdain for the sorrow of those who lament his own death (as if to rejoice in 

the discomfiture of others)‖ but rather like the backward glance to earth Dante makes at 

the suggestion of Beatrice as they enter Paradise. There is no celestial Lady to take the 
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place of Beatrice in the Troilus, however, no guide to prompt Troilus to avert his gaze 

from the whirl of the heavens to cast an eye downward. According to Morgan the laugh is 

a joyful one that recognizes Troilus‘s new-found knowledge; this reading, however, 

neither addresses Troilus‘s ―despise‖ nor the fact that Chaucer indicates Troilus is 

laughing ―right at the wo / Of hem that wepten for his deth so faste‖ (V, 1816, 1821-22). 

I do not believe we can read Troilus‘s laugh as anything other than scornful.   

  Other moments of judgmental laughter in the Troilus are equally suspect. In the 

proem to Book IV the narrator muses on the changed face of Fortuna, who, when she 

throws men from her wheel, ―Than laugheth she, and maketh hym the mowe‖ (IV, 7). 

Fortuna judges the folly of men who strive after her goods. As a personification of those 

very earthly things Troilus‘s laugh condemns, however, it is problematic to align 

Troilus‘s ghost with her brand of derision. The laugh most similar to Troilus‘s disdainful 

chuckle, outside of the Teseida, is that of Philosophia in the Consolation. Assaulted by 

base men, she withdraws with her acolytes into the citadel of reason to laugh (inridemus) 

at the frantic mob below who grasp after earthly goods. But this laugh is not present in 

the Boece; Chaucer translates inridemus simply as ―we scorne‖ (1P4.80), suggesting that 

for Chaucer laughter and scorn are the same thing. Moreover, as I argued in my first 

chapter, the scorn Fortuna and Philosophia share for the world draws them uncannily 

together in a movement that skews the proper perspective on human life that Philosophia 

offers as her Consolation. Troilus‘s perspective from the eighth sphere, while similar to 

the perfect view of God outside of time, is not without its hindrances. Critics who have 

equated Troilus‘s backward glance with the perfect sapience of divine sight seem 

themselves woefully confused. Troilus‘s judgment does not offer the penetrating gaze of 



193 
 

God; rather it is merely one more view among many.    

  Troilus may have the last laugh, but he does not have the last word in the poem.  

Allowing Troilus to fly to his final and unknown resting place ―Ther as Mercury sorted 

hym to dwelle‖ (V, 1827), the narrator‘s pronouncements on the end of the poem take 

over where Troilus‘s derision left off. And yet what exactly the narrator‘s judgment of his 

end is, is decidedly difficult to say. The narrator presents his ending with the anaphoric 

use of ―swich fyn hath‖ 

   Swich fyn hath, lo, this Troilus for love! 

   Swich fyn hath al his grete worthynesse! 

   Swich fyn hath his estat real above! 

   Swich fyn hath his lust, swich fyn hath his noblesse! 

   Swich fyn hath false worldes brotelnesse! (V, 1828-32) 

But, as countless critical arguments have born witness, just what this ―fyn‖ is, and how 

we are to interpret it are unspecified. The culprit here is the repetition of the 

demonstrative ―swich,‖ the Middle English equivalent of ―such,‖ which the OED states is 

―used to indicate the quality or quantity of a thing by reference to that of another or with 

respect to the effect that is produced or is capable of producing. Thus syntactically such 

may have a backward or a forward reference.‖
49

 But what is the reference that clarifies 

the narrator‘s use of ―swich‖? Is ―such‖ an end the heroic battlefield death of the 

protagonist, the marvelous view of the spheres, the scornful laugh, the unknown final 

resting place of Troilus‘s soul, or perhaps the lines that finish the anaphoric stanza and 

reduce the whole of the poem from beginning to end to fifteen words: ―thus bigan his 

lovyng of Criseyde, / As I have told, and in this wise he deyde‖ (V, 1833-34). With the 
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referent unclear, the judgment of ―such an end‖ is in the eye of the beholder.   

  The narrator then turns to address a youthful audience with biblical imagery of 

passing time:  

   O yonge, fresshe folkes, he or she,  

   In which that love up groweth with youre age, 

   Repeyreth hom fro worldly vanyte, 

   And of youre herte up casteth the visage 

   To thilke God that after his ymage 

   Yow made, and thynketh al nys but a faire, 

   This world that passeth soone as floures faire. (IV, 1835-41) 

The image of love growing within the youths like a flower that will wither with time 

echoes the books of Isaiah and Peter who align men with grass and their works with 

flowers that bloom for a season and then fade away.
50

 The tone of this stanza is hardly the 

staunch condemnation some critics have imagined. The narrator does not reject the 

beauty of the world or the freshness of the young, he merely notes that as quickly as they 

grow, so speedily do they pass away. The end of the stanza and its biblical resonance cast 

this process of growth and disintegration in an explicitly Christian paradigm, one that the 

pagan lovers Troilus and Criseyde ostentatiously lack. The next stanza moves into a 

vision of the crucifixion and resurrection as an otherworldly cycle that can halt the 

growth and passing of the previous passage. 

  Turning again to anaphora the narrator tells us to meditate on the end of what we 

have witnessed again, this time in more judgmental language towards pagan practices. 

   Lo here, of payens corsed old rites! 
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   Lo here, what alle hire goddes may availle! 

   Lo here, thise wrecched worldes appetites! 

   Lo here, the fyn and guerdoun of travaille 

   Of Jove, Appollo, of Mars, of swich rascaille! 

   Lo here, the forme of olde clerkis speche 

   In poetrie, if ye hire bokes seche. (V, 1849-1855) 

The anaphoric ―lo here‖ (behold) stresses the participation of the reader‘s gaze in the 

interpretive process of the poem. The narrator‘s voice condemns the pagan world and 

their gods, and the final lines suggest he also condemns the ―forme of olde clerkis speche 

/ In poetrie.‖  As I noted in Chapter 2, Chaucer offers up the Boece as an academic 

reference for his poetry, if his readers seek old clerk‘s speech in prose. For, as Troilus 

makes clear in his predestination monologue, different clerks have different opinions on 

what is philosophically true, and it is often incredibly difficult to decide who to believe. 

Troilus speech shows him ―[d]isputyng with hymself‖ (IV, 1084) for over 120 lines with 

much of the content drawn straight from the Consolation 5P2 and 3.  

  What upsets Troilus most is the sheer volume of opinions on the matter ―O 

welaway! So sleigh arn clerkes olde / That I not whos opynyoun I may holde‖ (IV, 972-

73). Some clerks say one thing and some another, and Troilus feels powerless to judge 

who is correct among these disparate voices of many theologians. Here again Troilus and 

Criseyde stresses the multiplicity of human experience and the diversity of opinions and 

judgments in the sublunary world, but Chaucer‘s Boece with its convenient glosses offers 

one interpretation. The acknowledgment of the special use of poetry as a vehicle of 

―clerkis speche‖ recalls Trevet‘s discussions of Plato‘s poetic style and the interpretive 
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alterations that this poetic usage necessitated. In the penultimate stanza, quickly reaching 

the true end of the poem, Chaucer directs his poem to representatives of two different 

interpretive communities and two different judges of the work, ―O moral Gower, this 

book I directe / To the and to the, philosophical Strode, / To vouchen sauf, ther need is, to 

correct‖ (V, 1856-58). These future readers represent two interpretive possibilities for the 

poem, one moral, one philosophical, and in some ways this divide has anticipated much 

critical response to the end of the poem whether moral condemnation or philosophical 

distance.  

  The final stanza puts these arguments to rest. The human mob and its vast 

cacophony of different voices, opinions and perspectives that alter over time and change 

from culture to culture is silenced in the face of the God who is both one and many at the 

same time: ―Thow oon, and two, and thre, eterne on lyve, / That regnest ay in thre, and 

two, and oon‖ (V, 1863-64). The eternal perspective of God, who can dive into the 

deepest and most private recesses of our hearts and who knows our futures and our pasts 

more intimately than we even know the present and ourselves is the only true judge. The 

variety of human experience, like the variety of human language, poetic and prose, 

presents different views and different possibilities. It is these differences that make 

choice possible and that allow for the exercise of human virtue. The final lines of the 

Troilus recognize the muted ability of human vision to foresee future foes; it prays for 

defense from ―visible and invisible foon‖ (V, 1886). Chaucer‘s Troilus does not 

circumscribe that variety, but lays it bare before our own unique perspectives to judge as 

we will, and yet even these judgments are performed before eyes of the final judge who 
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sees all things.          
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Epilogue 

  In this dissertation I have examined the Knight‟s Tale alongside Chaucer‘s other 

most philosophical works (Troilus and Criseyde and the Boece) written at the beginning 

of in his career early in the productive decade of the 1380s. In the 1370s Chaucer visited 

Italy at least twice. It is there that he probably first encountered Boccaccio‘s Il Filostrato 

and Teseida, the works upon which Troilus and Criseyde and the Knight‟s Tale are based. 

Chaucer permeates his versions of these Italian source texts with the ideas from 

Boethius‘s Consolation of Philosophy, which he also translated during this productive 

period. Indeed, these three Chaucerian works intermingle their source texts in surprising 

and interesting ways that suggest the intimacy of the texts that I have discussed.  

  Although Troilus‘s disembodied laughter at the end of Troilus and Criseyde has 

been read as an indicatively Boethian moment of contemptus mundi, Chaucer, in fact, 

transposed this laughter scene not from the Consolation of Philosophy, but from the 

Teseida, the text that acts as the main source of the Knight‟s Tale. In the Knight‟s Tale 

the narrator claims not to know the location of Arcite‘s soul and thereby denies him the 

apotheosis that Boccaccio provides to his Arcita. The celestial flight imagined by 

Boccaccio for Arcita Chaucer transfers to his Troilus. For all of the talk of apotheosis 

between Philosophia and the Prisoner, the Consolation of Philosophy ends, not with a 

scene of revelatory apotheosis, but with a silent prayer. Indeed, the Troilus too ends with 

a prayer.  

  Chaucer also references the Troilus‘s source text, Il Filostrato, in the Knight‟s 

Tale. When Arcite wastes away to an unrecognizeable shell of his former self and 
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concocts the idea of posing as a lowly servant in the house of his beloved Emelye, he 

calls himself ―Philostrate,‖ a name that evokes the main source of the Troilus, Il 

Filostrato. The textual permeability of these works displays their thematic connections 

and the shared intellectual considerations that inform them. As I have shown, these 

intellectual concerns cannot be separated from the commentary of Nicholas Trevet.  

  Although the Knight‟s Tale was first composed in this early period in Chaucer‘s 

career, it is impossible to separate this work from the context of his later and greatest 

work the Canterbury Tales. The Knight‟s Tale, then, acts as a bridge from Chaucer‘s 

earlier work, most heavily indebted to Boethius, and thereby to Trevet, and the later 

works which form the Canterbury project. If, as I argued in Chapter 2, the Knight‟s Tale 

acts as a sort of drama of the mental havoc wrecked by the physical and psychic remenant 

of memory, then it finds a fitting place at the beginning of the Canterbury Tales in that it 

looks both to the past and the future. One might well ask, however, whether Boethius and 

the new, Aristotelianized Boethianism that Chaucer read through Trevet is present in or 

informs the Canterbury Tales. While such a question is outside the scope of this project 

in its current state, I believe that the Canterbury Tales displays a direct enactment of the 

celebration of variety and multiplicity of perspectives and human experience that Trevet 

explores in his commentary. Like Chaucer‘s earlier work, it takes its inspiration from an 

Italian original, Boccaccio‘s Decameron, but the Decameron‘s youthful courtly voices 

are expanded to include speakers from a broad swath of society. The Wife of Bath‘s plea 

for the importance of experience over authority, although spoken from the mouth of a 

character whose repute is ambiguous, demonstrates that Chaucer was still considering the 

importance of individual experience in the formation of consciousness and 
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understandings of the world.  As I hope I will have time and space to develop further at a 

later time, Chaucer‘s engagement with Trevet is still visible in the Canterbury Tales.  
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 Trevet, Exposicio, 501. 
 
32
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