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I.

Introduction

Literary critics thrive on the ambiguities enveloping
the Prioress’s portrait and tale. In her portrait, Chaucer
paints Madame Eglentyne not as a nun concerned with the
spiritual duties of her office, but as a woman obsessed with
secular convention. The "Prioress’s Tale" reveals a Madame
Eglentyne who comprehends the religious aspects of her
vocation. The Prioress does not narrate a story to
entertain the other pilgrims, but delivers a harrowing
religious tale that subdues the merry group.  While many
critics contend that the recalcitrant nun of the portrait is
the same woman who offers the tale of St. Hugh, the
incongruencies between the Madame Eglentyne in the "General
Prologue" and the Prioress who delivers the tale demand
recognition and interpretation. Chaucer’s contrasting
depictions of the Prioress in the "Prologue" and the "Tale"
are deliberate. Why does Chaucer establish a dichotomy
between the portrait and the tale? Does he mean to heighten
the audience’s awareness by juxtaposing a nun with a romance
heroine, Madame Eglentyne with'a secular woman and the

Prioress’s portrait with her tale? What understanding
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should the audience bring to the Prioress’s portrait in the
"General Prologue" and her tale? The Prioress’s portrait
and tale must be viewed as two parts of one whole--Madame
Eglentyne. Only when the Prioress’s portrait is considered
in terms of her tale and vice versa can the audience discern
Chaucer’s purpose in presenting the contrasting images of
the Prioress.

Historical evidence supports that female
representations adhered to a masculine construction of a
female dichotomy. The medieval woman was usually portrayed
in text and image as an extension of the virgin, Mary, or a
daughter of the sinner, Eve. Classical scribes and medieval
clerics cultivated male suspicion of women and perpetuated
notions of inherent female inferiority. Early Christian
writers took the classical evidence for women’s
subordination step a further. They drew support for female
inferiority from not only the basic biological differences
between men and women, but they used the Bible to sustain
their misogynist notions. Eve became the primary culprit in
man’s expulsion from Paradise and, therefore, men could
blame all of their mortal misfortunes on her descendants,
women. The Virgin Mary characterized the ideal woman;

however, very few men furnished their representations of
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Mary. Medieval women saints did garner positive depictions
in male constructed hagiography, but, in many portraits of
women, male clerics failed to consider Mary’s virtue as
adequate retribution for Eve’s sin. Women could be
portrayed as representatives of Mary in literature, but male
scribes saw women as Eve. Ultimately, women had the
Herculean task of reconciling themselves to the masculine
constructed and contrasting depictions that defined the
intellectual perceptions of medieval women.

Even medieval nuns did not escape the ramifications of
Eve’s transgression. Historical research into the lives of
real life nuns shows that they, like all women, were
suspected of ulterior carnal motives and spiritual
corruption. In the later Middle Ages, portraits of wayward
nuns became popular genres of art and literature. After the
thirteenth century, Church officials ventured to sever the
ties between female religious institutions and male monastic
houses while, simultaneously, they labored to maintain
control of the nunneries. In theory, nuns existed as
extensions of the Virgin Mary, but in art and literature
they were sometimes portrayed as the physical manifestation
of Eve’s sin. The male inspired illustrations of medieval

women adhered to the intellectual conceptions of women



fostered by classical writers and Church scribes.
Intellectual views of the female position were used by male
clerics to justify the monastery’s attempt to divorce itself
from its adjunct female house. By the late fourteenth
century, when Chaucer painted his portrait of Madame
Eglentyne, female houses had allegedly resisted male
clerical attempts to reform the convents and, consequently,
the nunneries maintained a suspicion for internal chaos and
spiritual perversion.

The Prioress‘s portrait and tale illustrate the female
paradox that permeated medieval society. In the portrait of
the "General Prologue," Madame Eglentyne earns the adoration
of Chaucer the‘pilgrim. Although she is a nun, Madame
Eglentyne’s portrait in the "General Prologue" intimates
that she is BEve, the seductress of men and debaser of mortal
souls. In her tale, the Prioress venerates the Virgin Mary
and, like the Mary of her tale, she provides spiritual
nourishment for the pilgrims’ tainted souls. Upon examining
the historical facts of real life nuns and women in medieval
society, how should the audience reconcile Madame
Eglentyne’s two contrasting portraits? Is the Prioress a
corrupt nun or a defender of the Faith? Is she Mary or is

she Eve? Chaucer destroys the myths of the medieval female



paradox as he, with his contrasting portraits of the
Prioress, encourages his audience to recognize that the
female dichotomy evident in medieval art and literature was
perpetuated by the male intellectual society and was not an
aspect of the real medieval woman. Chaucer suggests that,
like Madame Eglentyne, women are not one or the other, Mary

or Eve, but singular beings who do not deserve to be labeled

solely as sinners or as saints.



II.

Historical Background

The images of medieval women rely on the male cleric’s
opinion Eve, and her perceived role in man’s expulsion from
Paradise. Church fathers deemed women the descendants of
Eve and, therefore, the physical reminders of a woman who
used her feminine wiles to lure Adam into a life of struggle
and adversity. Eve’s sins not only condemned mankind to a
life of temporal hardship, but cultivated the disdain of the
Church fathers who, in their misogynist writings, damned
women to a life of inferiority subject to masculine
suspicion. Female depictions showed the medieval women as
stained by Eve’s capitulation to appetite. Unfavorable
portraits of women both inspired and justified the notion
that sexual sins were more likely to be committed by women.
All women were thought to be much more lustful than men and
more easily given to debauchery.! As the daughters of Eve
women were considered inconstant by nature, labeled a threat
to public order, and assigned a sgbordinate place in the
medieval hierarchy.

Eve’s role in Original Sin not only condemned women to

a life of inferiority, but inspired a concrete definition of



feminine features. 1In manuals for confessors, a special
section was reserved for the characteristic sins to be
expected in women.? The particular faults attributed to
women included vanity, pride, and fickleness.
Interestingly, these lists of special sins attributed to
women were generated by celibate clerics.? Simone de
Beauvior, believing that the medieval Church extended to
women the same privileges as to lepers, contends that the
charity male clerics offered women was "mere tokenism."*
These religious men considered the feminine predilection
toward carnal perversion as primarily a menace to male
chastity. Males did not identify with Eve and, therefore,
masculine corruption was not explored to the extent of
female perversion. Chaucer may have recognized this double
standard in the medieval Church when he placed these

criticisms of celibate clerics in the Wife of Bath’s mouth:

By God! If women hadde written stories,
As clerkes han withinne hire oratories,
They would han written of men moore wikkednesse
Than all the mark of Adam may redresse.’®

As Chaucer illustrates with the Wife of Bath’s remark, male

clerics were quick to condemn women for their status as mere
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females and their perceived threat to masculine continence.
Chastising women supplied male clerics with a vehicle by
which to exult their celibate condition. The male religious
considered all female actions subject to masculine suspicion
and, therefore, a woman’s every move was scrutinized by the
patriarchal church and society whose unfavorable female
depictions intimated that it was unsympathetic to women.

Women also garnered the reputation of being naturally
melancholic. Neurotic behavior in medieval women, however,
would not be a surprise considering the cross of Original
Sin these women had to bear.® Everywhere the medieval
woman turned she was hit with the guilt of Eve’s
transgressions. The Church Fathers supplied a cornucopia of
writings to justify woman’s corrupt state and her
culpability in Original Sin. St. Jerome, a fourth-century
churchman, produced voluminous writings to justify the
subordination of women. Although Jerome esteemed celibate
religious women, his words on The Fall secured women’s guilt
by associatioﬁ. St. Jerome writes, "Remember always that a
woman drove the tiller of Paradise from the garden that had
been given him."’ What woman could refute the assertions
of renowned Fathers of the Church? Even the female saints

exhibited awareness of their subordinate role in society.
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Catherine of Siena apparently feigned ignorance of Latin as
she explained to male clerics that God had guided her hand
and the formations of her words. Some aristocratic women
were illiterate and even those who could read and write
often had no exposure to Church manuscripts. Women could
not examine the religious and classical foundations for
female subordination in order to question the plight of
women in medieval society.

Since she often had no access to academic and religious
texts, the medieval woman could not disprove the sins
inherently attributed to her sex. Her mere existence
supplied celibate clerics with a means to perpetuate earlier
misogynistic themes. To refute established Church doctrine
was deemed ﬁeresy and the medieval woman had enough sins
attributed to her person without adding apostasy to the
list. The medieval woman was held up to an ideal that she
neither resembled nor could achieve, but she was continually
chastised in text and image for the feminine association
with Eve’s transgressions. As a consequence of the female
position in socie&y, often medieval literature described
women as melancholic, or to utilize a modern term,
depressed. Apparently, it was extremely difficult, 1if not

impossible, for a woman to extricate herself from the bonds
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of medieval misogyny. Even the most virtuous female
realized her implied affiliation with Eve and melancholy
resulted when she was lead to suspect her own chastity and
femininity.

As a consequence of Eve’s sin, women were subject to
Church and social laws that defamed and subordinated women.
The laws of medieval society were designed by men who
considered women not only inferior, but also dangerous,
since all women defied by definition the bounds of reason.®
Medieval males, influenced not only by misogynist Church
fathers, but also by Aristotle, viewed reason as a masculine
quality and appetite as a teminine characteristic. Appetite
in a woman, as defined by the fourteenth century writer
Richard de Bury, resulted from her close association with
animals. In one of his many misogynistic writings, de Bury
adopted the persona of books who lament the man‘s

affiliation with the weak and fickle woman:

Our place is usurped . . . by that two legged animal
with whom clerics have been long since forbidden to
live together and whom we have taught our pupils to
shun even more than a snake or a cockatrice.’

According to de Bury, a woman was more closely related to

farm beast than to a human being. He claims that the
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medieval woman had the ability to deter man from his
academic pursuits. While de Bury’s assertions appear
ridiculous to a modern audience, the implications of such
male literature had severe ramifications in medieval
society. Both men and women were reminded of the female
predilection for debauchery and her inherent capacity to
corrupt the unsuspecting and virtuous male. Women wielded
some power because they provided an impetus for male
writings. It appears that men both feared and were
fascinated by women. Undoubtedly, male authors perpetuated
the belief in women'’s innate passion so as to rationalize
their own misogynistic views of the medieval woman; however,
masculine beliefs shaped a society which denigrated women
for their mere status as females.

While women were the daughters of Eve, they were also
the spiritual descendants of the Virgin Mary. Mary embodied
truth and virtue while Eve symbolized female inconstancy.
In the twelfth century, the Virgin Mary resurfaced in art,
literature, and the Church as an important facet of
religious doctrine.!® For some reason male clerics had
side-lined Mary as a religious symbol, down-playing her
female role in Christ’s birth while focusing on her son’s

endeavors and his sacrifice for mankind. Thus, the
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development of the concept of the sanctity and the special
role of Mary and her redemption of Eve’s sin led to the
partial rehabilitation of women.!! Medieval religious men
remembered Mary for her chastity and her function as the
mother of Jesus Christ--redeemer of Eve’s sin. Mary had a
real power that women in twelfth-century literature
possessed merely symbolically in male authored works.!?
Often, only in literature could a woman achieve the autonomy
denied to her by the medieval patriarchy. Female characters
were not depicted as real people with temporal difficulties,
but as representations of male concefns. Joan Ferrante
explains that, in twelfth-century literature, "women are
symbols, aspects of philosophical and psychological problems
that trouble the male world."!* Even Mary'’s venerated
position in medieval society did not relieve her of the
conception of female inferiority. Despite her revered
feminine position, Mary remained subordinate to the men in
her life: Christ and of course, God. She was held
partially responsible for deliverance of mankind from the
effects of Eve’s sin; however, Mary’'s role in female
redemption was not absolute. Sometimes women were deemed
the beneficiaries of Mary’s virtue in literature, but still

held accountable for Eve’s weaknesses.
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Despite the advent of Mary as a representation of the
feminine ideal, women in the twelfth century lost
significant power. The increasing control of the state and
the rise of formal education significantly reduced the
control of aristocratic women.'* Women saw changes in
inheritance laws and dowry practices which limited their
domestic, economic, and legal autonomy. In the years
preceding the Norman Conquest, women, particularly widows,
had the ability to run their own estates and supervise the
inheritance of minor children. Jo Ann McNamara and Suzanne
Wemple have discovered similar alterations in the autonomy
and authority wielded by religious women. Ecclesiastical
reforms advocated by the Cluniac and Gregorian movements
reduced the considerable control employed by the abbesses of
the early Middle Ages.!® Clerical emphasis on Eve’s
transgression and general female depravity significantly
decreased the number of endowments for nunneries and
augmented the male monastic control of female orders. While
the Virgin Mary was venerated by male clerics and secular
authors, the number of female saints also declined. Jane
Schulenberg suggests that the decrease of female saints
stems from the purging of women from the twelfth century

social sphere.!® Women participated in more private than
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woman saved her people, defended the Faith, and earned
spiritual fame, she was considered a detached symbol of the
Church.

While Mary redeemed the portraits of women in some
literature, medieval females remained under the male
constructed Eve/Mary paradox in both secular literature and
Church thought. Religious doctrine portrayed woman as
extensions of the Virgin Mary, while at the same time
regarded women as besmirched by the temporal stains of
childbirth and menstruation. After the advent of the
devotion to the Virgin Mary in the twelfth century, the
medieval woman was painted as venerable and virtuous and, in
some literature, she was portrayed in divine form. While
the Church fathers recognized, theoretically, that carnal
indulgences equally debased men and women, these male
authors, significantly, did not address men’s corrupting
influence on women: they highlighted women’s depraved power
over men. Thus, the Church recognized that both men and
women were tainted by the Fall; however, woman’s perceived
responsibility in Original Sin left females open to greater
criticism and subordination. In medieval society, a woman'’s
power depended on her ability to prove her spiritual purity

and preserve her corporeal chastity. Any act that would
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allude to the fact of Eve’s corruption reinforced the
medieval male’s idea of women’'s subordinate role.

Many male theologians and philosophers exposed poor
opinions of women in their intellectual works. While the
classical writings of Aristotle expounded on the natural
subordination of women, early Christian scribes, like Paul,
perpetuated the beliefs of Aristotle by constructing a
conception of women that maintained a "natural" female
inferiority to males. Aristotle supports his misogynistic
claims by asserting that between men and women the
"inequality is permanent."!® Aristotle contends that
females should not govern and, the most damaging of all,
that they are defects of nature, while Paul claims that
women should not preach.!® Paul explains that women cannot
preach because they lack the capacity to lead: they are
naturally subordinate. He ordered that women cannot teach
because a teacher is a prelate or presider; a women cannot
lead, she can only follow since she is defective in reason,
which is essential to leadership.?® Male subordination of
women did not discover its origins in medieval society;
however, it did find many celibate clerics eager to continue

the views of women expounded by earlier misogynist scribes.
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Although historical evidence shows that she
participated in pilgrimages and sometimes preached, St.
Hildegard of Bingen agreed with Paul that women should not
hold priestly offices. Shahar notes that female mystics,
like Hildegard, "did not dispute their inferior status in
this world and accepted women’s secondary role in

creation. "?!

Hildegard was an active agent of the Church,
but she understood the position of women in the Church
hierarchy. Undoubtedly, Hildegard perceived the male
construction of the inferior female body when she agreed
with the misogynist scribes. Hildegard says that "woman is

"22 perhaps Hildegard realized that

the creation of man.
the safest means for her to continue her religious
activities and fulfill her spiritual calling was to support
Church doctrine by acknowledging the inferior female
condition. Female saints were esteemed by male scribes;
however, most were canonized after their deaths.?® Perhaps
the patriarchy could not bring itself to glorify the
spiritual excellence of living women.

Medieval clerics subscribed to the opinions of their
classical and religious predecessors. They believed that a

woman who preached would inspire "immoral thoughts" in her

audience.? Even if a female preacher was virtuous, she
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could not remain untainted by the male suspicions
surrounding her gender. Any word from the mouth of the
corrupt female was designed an aberration to the male ear.
Lee Patterson agrees that "for the male audiences [of the
time] feminine speaking is never wholly divested of the
titillating ambivalence of eroticism."?® Although female
orations were, in theory, suspect Hildegard of Bingen
preached and was, ultimately canonized. But in the
intellectual sphere medieval women could not escape their
status as the physical reminders of Eve’s sin and,
therefore, they were reminded that it was not their place to
preach. Men might be affected by Original Sin, but their
association ceased with the natural stain of every mortal
soul. In medieval images, women had to bear the burden of
not only a besmirched soul, but an implicit inferior
corporeal and mental condition.

Undoubtedly, the medieval literature written by males
deserves the close scrutiny of its feminine depictions.
Joel Rosenthal warns of male medieval works, "There is
little escape from the basic picture: most men who wrote
about women did so to denigrate them, and most of those who
wrote for other purposes were apt to give women the short

shrift."?® While these male-authored medieval works are
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sometimes held to be the manifestations of misogyny, they
were more likely the consequence of masculine ignorance of
the feminine body, mind, and daily duties. Celibate church
men really had no insight into the daily existence of
medieval women. Their sole sources of feminine inspiration
did not derive from interaction with actual females, but
sprung from earlier church literature and pre-Christian
texts. Hays suggested that the "eunuch-like"
representations of the male clergy were a fundamental aspect
of a Christine doctrine which exalted virginity, spurned
carnal relations, and deemed that only unmarried individuals
were chaste.?’” Sexuality, especially female sexuality,

was, therefore, suspect long before the medieval male began
his depictions of women.

Misogynistic literature was, perhaps, the effect of the
innate fear men harbored of women. Clerics, as men,
appeared mystified by the capabilities of the female body--
childbirth or menstruation--both functions reserved solely
for women. Like many individuals who came before and would
follow, male clerics feared what they did not know and could
never experience. Men manufactured their own images of

medieval women and, thus, they created for themselves

explanations of female physiology which subverted the
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woman'’s position and secured the superiority of men. When
male authors considered women as real people, they chose to
view them as temptresses or child-bearers and, with this
vision of women, the potential depictions of women were
slight or negative.?® Men knew women to be the daughters
of the ultimate sinner, Eve, yet male-authored literature,
while it condemns Eve’s transgression, seems sometimes
fascinated by the sexual dynamo that was termed "woman."

The continual subordinatioh of women in the Church,
art, and literature, left women few options for an existence
independent of male and Church supervision. Medieval
society expected a woman to marry and take her place as the
bride of either man or Christ. If women did not fulfill
their reproductive role in the medieval marriage, they were
designated to remain virgins and, thus, marry their hearts
and souls to Christ. St. Jerome declared that if a woman
was not married to a temporal man then she should make a
commitment to chaste widowhood or virginity.?* As dictated
in Church literature, a woman could not be held responsible
for her own corporeal and spiritual chastity: she needed
either a man or Christ to assure her subordinate position.
Virgins and chaste widows did not transcend their status as

women, but they did achieve a greater position in medieval
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society than married women. Chaste widows and virgins
redeemed themselves from the stain of Eve’s transgression by
imitating the male celibate clerics, denying their
sexuality, and, therefore, becoming more like men.

The inequality between the sexes perpetuated by both
Paul and Aristotle declared that a woman’s natural role is
silence. Aristotle contends that "Silence is a woman’s

"30  paul continues Aristotle’s classical opinion as

glory.
he recommends that women should be silent in the Church.

Paul claims:

Women must keep quiet at gathering of the Church.
They are not allowed to speak; they must take a
subordinate place as the law enjoins. If they want
information they should ask their husbands at home;
it is disgraceful for women to speak in Church.?*

He prescribed silence for women: they were, after all,
logquacious by nature. Not only could a woman not speak in
Church, but she was forbidden to enter the priesthood.
Because of her status as a female, Paul claimed that women
could not hold priestly offices. Only men were worthy of
direct communion with God. Even Hildegard agreed that women

were created from and subordinate to men. Thus, male and
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female religious concurred that a woman’s tainted soul had
no place in the inner sanctum of the Church.

The Church fathers had definite opinions regarding not
only women, but feminine apparel. Paul deemed women
licentious by nature. His works portray women not as the
inheritors of Mary’s virtue, but the living extensions of
Eve’s sin. He forbade women to wear rich apparel--they
might tempt men’s libido. Paul viewed all women as the
daughters of Eve and, therefore, he claimed that women were
inherently weak. Like Paul, Tertullian regarded women as
the inheritors of Eve'’s transgression. Tertullian
proclaimed that any woman cognizant of her female status and

her responsibility for the Fall should:

affect meanness of appearance, walking about as Eve,
mourning and repentant, in order that by every garb of
penitence she might more fully expiate that which she
derives from Eve,--the ignominy . . . of first sin and
the odium of . . . human perdition.?3?

A woman, therefore, should recall Eve’s responsibility for
the Fall and behave accordingly: she should remain
perpetually contrite and neither enhance her appearance nor
revel in her physical beauty. Tertullian concedes that

natural female beauty is not criminal, but "it 1s to be
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feared."?®* As Tertullian prescribed, veils and other
garments were necessary to conceal a woman’s visage from the
eyes of men. A woman could corrupt a virtuous man with a
mere glance and her debased nature prescribed her inferior
position. Paul and Tertullian generated writings that
warranted the subordinate position of women in medieval
society.

While the writings of influential religious men, like
Paul and Tertullian, placed women in a subordinate position,
some means for female autonomy did exist in medieval
society. Fasting offered medieval women the control and
revered position they were denied by the patriarchal
society. Through fasting, women internalized as well as
escaped patriarchal and religious structures.?® They used
fasting as a means to depart the role of food nurturer and
food preparer. Women, therefore, turned toward a more
radical piety in their push for autonomy. They fasted
longer than men and, often, these fasts culminated in death.
Women carried their fasts to such extremes because, for
them, it was the only vehicle of expression available. 1In a
fast-induced trance, women could speak directly to God
without the interference of a male intermediary and only by

fasting could a woman achieve the control of her religious
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and secular circumstance. Fasting not only ceased the
physical reminders of women’s perceived sinful position, but
offered some women an avenue to real autonomy.

Women controlled far more than their own bodies through
fasting. Fasting women manipulated their families, their
male religious superiors, and God himself.3®* Fasting was
not merely a ploy for control of circumstance, but it was
part of suffering. 1In the Middle Ages, suffering was
considered productive activity; it redeemed both participant
and society. Women’s extreme fasts, therefore, were not
bizarre behavior that afflicted a few individuals, but part
of a broader design that included eucharistic devotion, food
multiplication miracles, and devotion to Christ’s
compassion.? Although fasting was a dangerous means to
female autonomy, the specific illness of not being able to
eat was embraced by medieval women. Despite their
subordinate position in the patriarchal society, fasting
women gained personal control and male respect.

Repudiation of temporal nourishment offered a means for
women to prove their piety and gain esteem within the
community. Catherine of Siena was repelled by all
worldliness, absolutely declined to accept any bridegroom

but Christ, and focused on the conquest of her body. She
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refused to marry the man her family had chosen. To avoid
being wedded to a temporal bridegroom, extensive fasts and
mystical visions proved Catherine’s holiness to her family.
According to Catherine, there was no way that she would have
accommodated society and married. She must obey God and not

men .3’

Fasting was preparation for a mystical alliance,
being fed by Christ, and temporal marriage might despoil
this spiritual union. Catherine was able to escape her
father’s household and live on her own, provided that she
maintained her corporeal chastity and translated her
mystical associations with Christ. Women like Catherine,
who the patriarchy deemed holy, were free to run their own
lives and remain unmarried while they fasted and communed
with God. By virtue of her extreme fasting, mystical
visions, and virginal state, Catherine of Siena garnered
both the admiration of Church officials and sainthood.

Some medieval women fasted not only to achieve a closer
union with God, but to deny the basic biology of their
femininity.?® Fasting provided a means for women to
cleanse themselves of a physical reminder of Eve’s
transgression: menstruation. By fasting to an unhealthy
extreme, a woman could cease menstruation and, thus, become

more like a man. In a time when the Church and literature
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viewed women only on the basis of their reproductive value
and the feminine manifestations of Eve’s sin, the woman who
denied her femininity exhibited unheralded control of
circumstance. Not only did women, like Catherine of Siena,
achieve autonomy in the patriarchal society, but they often
earned sainthood. Starving to death, however, was a high
price to pay for recognition and canonization. Women who
took their religious zeal and push for control to such
extremes were products of the far-reaching constraints of
the medieval patriarchy.

Extreme fasts were not the only means for medieval
women to gain autonomy. Virginity was a useful and powerful
feminine asset: it was not linked to sex, but, rather, a
means to achieve freedom from gender.?* Often, virginity
was a medieval woman’s ticket to power and authority. As a
virgin, the medieval woman could remain autonomous, simply
by escaping the bonds of matrimony. As Vern L. Bullough

writes in his essay "Medieval Medical Views of Women," "the

easiest way for as woman to approach the male level of

rationality was by remaining a virgin."!® The most revered

woman had to imitate the qualities of the supreme virgin,

Mary. Thus, a woman not only achieved control of her body,

but she gained some social autonomy. A virgin liberated
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herself from her subordinate status as a woman, by denying
the basic biological truths of her existence. St. Jerome
writes of female virginity, "as long as a woman is for birth
and children, she is different from man. But if she wishes
to serve God, she will cease being a woman and be called

"4l Church literature attests, if a woman was to free

man.
herself from the effects of Eve’s sin, she had to relinguish
the physical reminders of her corrupt female state.
Excluding women who fasted to the point of biological
‘shutdown, most females could not deny the basic natural
facets of their existence: menstruation and childbirth.
Virgins and nuns could forgo childbirth, but few women, save
the medieval anorectic, could escape menstruation. Poorly
nourished women might cease to menstruate; however, they did
not consciously will their own biological shutdown. When
considering women, male clerics often reflecte@ not only

their own prejudices, but those of both classical and

medieval science.*® Menstruation was deemed to represent
w43

feminine impurities and signify "bad thoughts. The man

who touched a menstruating woman defiled his own thoughts.
Thus, the male cleric used the perceived stains of
menstruation and childbirth to justify the medieval woman’s

subordinate status. Both menstruation and childbirth, two
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natural functions lacking in males, were considered
punishments for Eve’s responsibility in Original Sin.
Menstruation proved that women could not achieve masculine
perfection and was itself the ultimate manifestation of
female inferiority and evidence for their inherent
"deformities."* Menstruating women, even nuns, were not
allowed to enter the Church.

Male conceptions of female anatomy inspired a glut of
literature regarding feminine biological function and
subsequent societal status. The connection between
menstrual blood and pregnancy was discovered long before the
Middle Ages; however, some medieval writers purported that
menstruation itself was a feminine difficulty resulting as a
consequence of Eve’s transgression. Innocent III intimated
that the Fall was woman’s fault when he declared that women
suffered in childbirth as a consequence of their "kinship"
with Eve.? The medieval conception of feminine anatomy
and physiology justified a woman’s basic "sinfulness."*®
Male scribes perpetuated the female myths by declaring that
childbirth and ménstruation signified the stain of Eve's

sin. Theoretically, a woman was debased by her biological

condition.




29

Not only did the medieval virgin or chaste widow
subscribe to the masculine level of rationality, but male
scribes deemed chastity more healthful for both men and
women. Adhering to a tradition of natural female
inferiority, medieval scribes continued the ideas concocted
in ancient works. Classical medical writers often deemed
sexual intercourse a detrimental activity. Philo, an
Alexandrian Jew born in the first century A.D., claims that
females represent the senses while men symbolize the
rational soul. Since virgins denied the biological function
of their female status, Philo continually refers to virgins
as the "best kind" of women.?'’ Soranus (second century
A.D.), 1in a discourse on gynecology, declared that
"permanent virginity" was the epitome of female health
because intercourse was deemed "harmful."*® Like
Aristotle, Soranus compares women to animals to elucidate
his opinions. To support his assertions Soranus reminds his
audience that "even among dumb animals we see that those
females are stronger which are prevented from having
intercourse."? 1Indeed, evidence exists which supports
that medieval nuns did live longer than their secular
counterparts. The nuns’ longevity, however, could probably

be attributed to the fact that they did not suffer the
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pilgrim’s description of her temporal manners, but, rather,
he might be having fun with his bourgeois narrator.

It is Chaucer the pilgrim who regards the Prioress and
reports back to the audience her attractive countenance and
courtly deportment. Some critics have claimed that the
Prioress is not a complex woman, but her short portrait is
one of the most perplexing in'English literature.’® 1In
fact, it has been suggested that Chaucer did not really care
if the Prioress was or was not an exemplary nun.®® If this
is indeed the case, then it would appear that Chaucer’s
design lies in the reaction of his pilgrim Chaucer to the
Prioress and the narrator’s view of what he perceives to be
a romance heroine in nun‘’s garb. Perhaps, her portrait
appears more complicated than the Prioress herself because
the narrator, Chaucer the pilgrim, distorts his own
description of Madame Eglentyne. Chaucer the pilgrim
focuses on Madame Eglentyne’s apparent devotion to secular

decorum and he appears to intentionally ignore the spiritual

facets of her character. He briefly relates her religious

office, but seems more intent on verifying the tangible

aspects of her clothes and her countenance.

Chaucer the pilgrim introduces Madame Eglentyne to the

audience not with a description of her spiritual piety, but
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with meticulous attention to the details of her appearance
that denote a secular and aristocratic character. Chaucer
the pilgrim’s description of the Prioress begins by
identifying her religious vocation; however, he immediately
embarks on the illustration of her courtly attributes.
"Ther was also a NONNE, a PRIORESSE\that of her smylyng was
ful symple and coy."% Immediatel&, the pilgrim throws his
audience off guard. While the listeners and the readers
expect the identification of a Prioress to continue with an
exposition of her religious virtues, Chaucer the pilgrim
focuses on what he wants to see in the Prioress--a beautiful
and enticing smile. 2An obvious irony exists in the
description of a nun who maintains a seductive smile and
apparently come-hither-look. Does Chaucer intend for his
protagonist to merely report what he sees in the Prioress?
Or is Chaucer the poet satirizing a narrator who searches
for a provocative glance from the Prioress? Certainly, the
portrait is ambiguous. If Chaucer does aim to poke fun at
his narrator’s perception of the Prioress, then perhaps the
Prioress is not a degenerate nun, but merely an attractive
woman. Discerning an author’s literary intent certainly is
not an exact science; however, critics and admirers of

Chaucer’s work must concede that there exists more than one



58

way to interpret the Prioress’s portrait. Chaucer the poet
may be constructing in the "General Prologue" a Madame
Eglentyne who is solely the creation of Chaucer the pilgrim.
Certainly, the Prioress’s apparent attention to courtly
convention implies that she is at least mildly degenerate.
Eileen Power’s historical research attests that "Chaucer’s
description of [her deportment] might have been taken
straight out of the feudal book of deportment for girls."®®
Madame Eglentyne’s preoccupation with the courtly method of
nourishment would certainly suggest that she has lost sight
of the spiritual aspects of her religious vocation. Chaucer
the pilgrim designs his portrait of the Prioress as a
courtly lady obsessed with projecting a worldly air despite

her religious office.

At mete wel ytaught was she with alle;
She let no morsel from hir lippes falle,
Ne wette hir fyngres in hir sauce depe;
Wel koude she carie a morsel and wel kepe
That no drope ne fille upon her brest.®’

By reaching for her meat daintily, Madame Eglentyne fits the
medieval conception of the courtly lady. The detail
Chaucer'’s pilgrim gives her courtly eating habits is

"damaging when applied to a religious woman because the
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tells the audience that "Hir over-lippe wyped she so
clene\That in hir coppe ther was no ferthying sene. "%
Perhaps Madame Eglentyne is merely wiping her mouth after a
meal and Chaucer the pilgrim is taking her action to
indicate more than the action demands of the situation.
Donaldson relates of Chaucerian irony, “Chaucer knows what
he sees but directly interprets the evidence he presents in
a manner contrary to what we expect. The proposition ought
to be expressed in reverse: the reporter is uéually acutely
unaware of the significance of what he sees no matter how
sharply he sees it."'® Donaldson’s comment would suggest
that Chaucer the poet satirizes his infatuated narrator and
the true ironies of the Prioress’s portrait lie in the
pilgrim Chaucer’s conception of how the Prioress should
behave rather than how she actually exists.

Undoubtedly, analyses of the Prioress’s portrait in the
"General Prologue" are complicated by Chaucer the pilgrim’s
report and revision of the Prioress’s character. Donaldson
reminds the reader that "the tension between what is and
what is not expected exists primarily in the mind of the
beholder. "2 If the ambiguities of the portrait lie in
what the reader expects of a medieval nun and what Chaucer

thé pilgrim reports of her countenance and character, then
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"petites ouviers" of Paris when they desire a vision of
their future husbands to be revealed to them in their

dreams . %’

If the Prioress had indeed sworn to St. Loy,

her oath would merely augment the evidence critics have
gathered to promote her corruption. Other critics who deny
that Chaucer is satirizing the apparently corrupt nun argue
that her oath merely indicates her "daintiness" and does not
detract from her status as a devoted religious woman.

While modern critic sometimes cite the Prioress’s oath
as evidence for her spiritual corruption, Gabriela Daichman
concludes that the Prioress’s expletive was not an
intentional ambiguity. Daichman asserts: "Most likely
Chaucer was not aware of the added significance of making
the Prioress swear by St. Loy--it has special significance
for twentieth-century readers."!®® If Chaucer the poet
did not know the relevance of an ocath to St. Loy, then his
use of the oath might be completely innocent. Perhaps the
oath is included only to demonstrate the "commonness" of the
narrator and, therefore, Chaucer the pilgrim may be

responsible for the attention literary critics have paid to

the Prioress’s oath to St. Loy. It is Chaucer the pilgrim

who relates that the Prioress "swore." While even a mild

oath would earn the Prioress censure of ecclesiastical
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authorities and aristocratic individuals, a swearing
bourgeois, like Chaucer the pilgrim, would probably not
attract much attention. It may very well be Chaucer the
pilgrim’s term and not the expression of the Prioress.
Recalling that it is Chaucer the pilgrim who is narrating
the Prioress’s portrait, his use of the word "ooth" would be
completely appropriate to his class. Thus, it may not be
the Prioress who swears, but the ignorant bourgeois Chaucer
who reports her swearing as he narrates her portrait.
Chaucer the poet may not be depicting a wayward nun in the
Prioress‘s portrait, but satirizing his bourgeois narrator.

Further evaluation of the Prioress’s portrait supports
the notion that it is Chaucer the pilgrim who is
accentuating the Prioress’s secular qualities and not the
Prioress who demonstrates attention to temporal concerns.
Madame Eglentyne is the only aristocratic woman on the
pilgrimage to Canterbury and, therefore, it is logical that
she receives the bulk of masculine attention. The Second
Nun, after all, is described only in terms of the Prioress.
"Another NONNE with hire hadde she\that was chapeleyne."!%
Obviously, the Second Nun does not draw the admiration of

Chaucer the pilgrim. Is the Second Nun a "plain Jane" whom

Chaucer the pilgrim passes over because he is more attracted
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nun. Power’s history of medieval women and medieval nuns is
not and, should not be, contested. She is the supreme
source for the historical accuracies surrounding the lives
of actual nuns. Yet Power’s use of Madame Eglentyne as a
real medieval nun should be viewed with caution. She
unwittingly may have lead literary critics to believe that
Chaucer’s Prioress was an actual person and not a fictional

character. In her book, Medieval People, Power devotes an

entire chapter to Madame Eglentyne. In this chapter, Power

describes the life of Chaucer’s Prioress.

So the nuns probably said to each other that what
with [Madame Eglantyne’s] pretty ways and her good
temper and her aristocratic connexions, wouldn‘t

it be a good thing to choose her for the prioress
when the old prioress died? And so they did, and
she had been a Prioress for some years when Chaucer
met her. At first this was very exciting, and
Eglantyne liked being called mother by nuns who
were older than herself, and having a private room
to sit in and visitors to entertain.!®

Although it may not be her intent, Eileen Power suggests
that Chaucer’s Prioress was indeed a real nun whose life

before the Canterbury Tales can be found in the historical

evidence disclosed in Medieval People. Perhaps, Power is

simply using Madame Eglentyne to gain the reader’s interest

in her historical research; however, she presents a
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convincing argument for Madame Eglentyne’s actual existence.
Eileen Power, like Chaucer the pilgrim, offers the reader
not a true account of the Prioress of the "General Prologue"
and "The Prioress’s Tale," but projects her own view of
Madame Eglantyne onto the nun in the portrait. The critic
must ask this guestion: Has Chaucer‘s Prioress shaped
Power’s presentation of her historical research regarding
real life nuns, or has Power’s research shaped Madame
Eglentyne?

Despite Power’s dubious portrait of Madame Eglentyne as
a real medieval nun, her historical research has had
tremendous influence on the scholarly examination of
Chaucer’s Prioress. Mos£ critical works concerning the
Prioress mention Power as a source for the historical truths
of real life nuns they expound upon in their analyses of
Madame Eglentyne. To be sure, Power'’s historical research

on medieval people, particularly medieval nuns, is beyond

reproach; however, she has influenced every critic’s reading

of the Prioress. Power claims "But the historian knows, he

has all sorts of historical sources in which to study

nunneries, and there he meets the Prioress at every

turn."!?! power seems to have Chaucer’s Prioress in mind

as she relates the findings of her historical research and,
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while this may have inspired her work, it offers the reader
little leeway into alternative considerations of the
Prioress’s portrait. The Prioress’s portrait still commands
some critical attention, but it appears that most critics
who regard her portrait accept the implied degenerate
aspects of her character. Critics appear to have turned
their attention away from the Prioress of the "General
Prologue, " accepting all the intimations Chaucer the pilgrim
suggests in her portrait as a true depiction of a real life
nun and, consequently, they have turned to the more meaty
tale. The debate concerning the historical accuracies of
her portrait appears to be exhausted. Eileen Power’s work
is historically sound and the Prioress seems to be the
literary manifestation of all Power’s historical evidence:
case closed.

While Eileen Power focuses on the Madame Eglentyne
depicted in the "General Prologue, " many critics point to

the "Prioress’s Tale" as confirmation of the ambiguous

characterization of Madame Eglentyne. The Prioress narrates

the story of a little clergon'®® who is murdered by the

evil Jews, but remains constant in his devotion to the
Virgin Mary. Why does the Prioress, a woman apparently

absorbed by the niceties of the temporal world, relate such
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a powerful spiritual and violent religious tale?
Certainly, the portrait and the tale are inharmonious. But,
if the pilgrim Chaucer projects his ideals of the courtly
woman onto Madame Eglentyne, then does her tale offer the
Prioress’s true portrait? Her tale is certainly not
tempered by the bourgeois admiration of Chaucer the pilgrim.
To glean the real portrait of Madame Eglentyne, the audience
must examine the "Prioress’s Tale." In her narrative Madame
Eglentyne not only competes for the story-telling honors
proposed by Harry Bailly, but she offers a glimpse of
Chaucer the poet’s real Prioress: a competent religious
woman who maintains her spiritual piety and executes the
professional duties required of her reliéious office.

Commentary on the "Prioress’s Tale" reveals some truly
amazing insight into Madame Eglentyne’s spirituality,
morality and worldliness. Some literary critics describe
the "Prioress’s Tale" as a story of "thwarted
motherhood. "'?* Others maintain that the Prioress
identifies with the seven-year old clergon of her story.
Her tale evokes critical response which includes reducing

the story of the little clergon to a pre-Freud anal-erotic

fixation of the Prioress. The Jews do throw the little boy

into a latrine, but is this really a Freudian move on
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Chaucer’s part? Does the Prioress have an anal-oral
obsession? Or does the Prioress merely add some style to
her tale by juxtaposing a spiritually pure child with the
filth that appears to be a characterization of the Jews? Is
Madame Eglentyne’s alleged anti-Semitism a product of her
era and her religious station? Twentieth-century critics,
horrified by the events of the Holocaust, may unfairly apply
their enlightened view of anti-Semitism to a prioress wﬁo
simply adheres to medieval conventions of religious
prejudice. Although modern readers want to focus on the
anti-Semitism in the tale and believe that Chaucer too was
appalled with the Prioress’s anti-semitic narrative, the
Prioress’s veneration of Mary complicates the assessment of
the Prioress as simply anti-Semitic. The apparent anti-
Semitism is an aspect of her society and the true nature of
her tale resides in the veneration of Mary and the spiritual

fulfillment of her office. Although Chaucer the pilgrim

views Madame Eglentyne as Eve, the Prioress identifies more

closely not with the temporal mother of her tale, but the

mother of mankind--the Virgin Mary.
Whatever the bent of the critic examining her tale,

obvious incongruities exist between the Prioress’s depiction

in the "General Prologue" and the tale she narrates while on
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the road to Canterbury. Chaucer the pilgrim draws the
portrait of Madame Eglentyne as his ideal of a "romance"
heroine and a courtly lady, but the Prioress herself
narrates her tale. The inharmonious aspects of the two
depictions may offer not more ambiguity, but give the
audience a crystalline view of Madame Eglentyne’s spiritual
state and religious position as she, created by Chaucer the
poet, reveals it. The Prioress’s portrait in the "Prologue"
is not a pure, but an intentionally mediated, revelation of
her religious character: another, perhaps "truer" spiritual
state of Madame Eglentyne resides in her veneration of Mary
and her attention to God and Christ that the she exhibits in
her poignant religious narrative.

The Prioress’s portrait might suggest that Madame
Eglentyne is a corrupt nun, but her tale indicates that she
is a competent religious woman. "The Prioress'’'s Tale"
unveils a Madame Eglentyne who harbors none of the secular
habits evident in her portrait. Madame Eglentyne appears to
understand the duties of her office; her story of the little
clergon definitely fits the conception of how a prioress

should behave and the type of religious tale she should tell

to educate her fellow pilgrims. Hardy Long Frank defends

the Prioress’s religious station:
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it is in the tale that [Chaucer] has artfully
a§51gned to her that we see fully unambiguously
dlgplayed the gualities that have made her a
prioress--the diplomacy, the finesse . . .that
her professional role demands.!?

Madame Eglentyne’s tale is certainly a narrative worthy of a
nun. By supplying her audience with a saint’s life, the
Prioress adheres to the dominant literary genre of the
Middle Ages. Harry Bailly seems to respect Madame Eglentyne
as a religious woman. He asks her to tell her tale with a
deference he accords no other pilgrim but the knight to
offer his story. Bailly says "as curteisly as it had been a
mayde,\ "May lady Prioresse, by youre leve\So that I wiste I
sholde yow not greve,\I wolde demen that ye tellen
sholde."'?® Bailly’'s invitation to the Prioress proves his
respect for Madame Eglentyne and an appropriate reverence
for her religious station rather than her position as a
courtly lady. Not only the Prioress’s visage and social
status evoke the admiration of Harry Bailly, but he also

seems impresses by "the consummate piety and professionalism

. : 1126
manifest in her tale.'

while Madame Eglentyne does not speak 1in the "General
Prologue" to offer any validation for Chaucer the pilgrim’s

portrait of a worldly obsessed nun, Chaucer the poet
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state. Perhaps Chaucer the poet deliberately established
the dichotomy evident in the Prioress’s portrait and tale to
emphasize the dual position of women that pervaded the
medieval intellectual society. Madame Eglentyne is a nun,
but, as her male painted portrait in the "General Prologue"
reveals, she cannot transcend the literary convention that
portrayed women as the ultimate sinner, Eve.

While Chaucer the pilgrim’s portrait of the Prioress in
the "General Prologue" features her secular attraction and
temporal actions, the "Prioress’s Tale" rehabilitates Madame
Eglentyne as a Prioress. The "Prioress'’s Tale," Collete
argues, "in both its theme and structure reflects late
fourteenth century ideas, that the Prioress’s stress on
love, emotion, and pity are all consonant with what we might
call a fashion in religious taste."!** The Prioress’s tale
is completely in a religious vein and, while twentieth-
century readers may balk at the blatant anti-Semitism of her
tale, Madame Eglantyne’s censure of the Jews 1s secondary to
the religious nature of her tale. Sumner Ferris argues that

the "Prioress’s Tale" is "a compact masterpiece of poetry,

. : : w131
human sentiment, and religious devotion. In her tale,

Madame Eglentyne delivers a whopping spiritual story that

rivals the "Reeve’s Tale" in violence and competes with the
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"Knight’s Tale" in moral theme. The Prioress comprehends
the significance of her religious office and, therefore, her
tale redeems her as a devout nun and proves that she is not
a debauched woman. Saints’ lives were esteemed narratives
in the Middle Ages and the Prioress proves her spiritual and
professional piety by choosing to enlighten her fellow
pilgrims with the. story of St. Hugh. Undoubtedly, the
Madame Eglentyne of the "Prioress’s Tale" contrasts the
portrait of the secular woman depicted in the "General
Prologue" because the two are not the same Prioress: one
woman 1is the object of Chaucer the pilgrim’s female fantasy
and the other is a nun who manifests the spiritual condition
appropriate to her religious vocation.

Madame Eglantyne’s veneration of the Virgin Mary not
only establishes the Prioress as the other half of the
female dichotomy, but signifies the religious content of her
tale. By choosing Marian legend for Madame Eglantyne’s
tale, Chaucer rectifies his narrator’s tainted portrait of
the Prioress in the "General Prologue." 1In the late
fourteenth century, the veneration of Mary was a common

.. . 132
artistic, literary, and religious practice. The

"Prioress’s Tale" subscribes to not only the saint’s life

genre, but also the Marian doctrine. Thus, the Prioress
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Tale," Christ’s mother nourishes not only the little
clergon, but mankind.

The seed she gives the little boy has no erotic bent--
the Prioress is not slipping Freudian symbolism into her
tale; howeve;, the grain the Virgin Mary gives the little
clergon before he ascends into heaven is significant. 1In
the late fourteenth century mystic visions and art revealed
a medieval obsession with receiving nourishment from the
breast of Mary. Many religious women allegedly fasted for
years while accepting the same nourishment as the little
clergon. It seems unlikely that Chaucer intended to
portra& the Prioress as a displaced mother. Instead, he may
have constructed her tale to reveal the spiritual condition
of Madame Eglentyne that is virtually ignored by the
unreliable narrator of her portrait. While Chaucer the
pilgrim depicts a tainted Prioress, Madame Eglentyne
rehabilitates herself in the tale as she nourishes the other
pilgrims with her harrowing religious story.

Historical evidence supports that some nuns did leave
the cloister and participate on pilgrimages; however, the
Church forbade women to preach. The "Prioress’s Tale" can
be viewed ostensibly as an example of female oration that

should be censured by the Church. There exists an obvious
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incongruity in the characterization of a Prioress who revels
in secular pleasures yet delivers a powerful and violent
religious narrative. Perhaps, the only real spiritual crime
the Prioress commits on the road to Canterbury is telling
her tale. Not only is her tale a form of preaching, it
venerates a woman and, perhaps, reveres all women religious.
In fact, Judith Ferster suggests that Chaucer veils the
Prioress’s veneration of Mary with the ambiguities of her
portrait because "he insists on recuperating for the
patriarchy the Prioress’s subversive interest in Mary'’s

power and in women as religious speakers.?®

The Prioress
may neither identify with the little clergon, his mother, or
the courtly lady, but she may equate her spiritual condition
and religious office with the Virgin Mary.

Theories regarding Chaucer’s depiction of his female
characters emphasize the same ambiguities critics apply to

the Prioress’s portrait and tale. Robert Sturges comments

that the Prioress and the other women

are concerned with the kinds of power women can
attain, and, perhaps more significantly, each of
the female narrators attempt . . . to greate, not
merely a single authoritative female figure, but a
whole female tradition of authority, in which ‘
powerful women are invoked to pass their authorigy
to other women, including the narrator herself.
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