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Pagan Antiquity and Medieval Authority

The medieval literary landscape varied wildly, ranging from romances in the vernacular to the Latin books of the Holy Bible.  All texts, however, were united by a single thread despite their obvious differences: the thread of authority.  As Chaucer put it, “al that is writen is writen for oure doctrine.”  In this, he illustrates the investment of all texts with a greater Christian truth and brings to light the important role of the author in his society.  This is not to say that texts were immediately accepted as containing a universal truth.  Rather, they first needed to stand the test of time, promoting the belief that there is a greater truth in older texts and authorities of the past.  A paradox exists, then, between the fundamental premise of authority and subsequent moralizations of pagan texts, such as Ovid’s Metamorphoses.  The temporal disjunction between a text, clearly of antiquated authority, and the imposition on that text of a contemporary view of religion seems to contradict the very notion of authority, and yet such moralized texts were both widely disseminated and well received.  Moralizations were, in fact, the medium through which most medievals were exposed to Ovid in the first place, proving that truth can be invested in contemporary texts.  This circumvention of the definition of authority, based within a literary paradox, has a profound impact on the textual works of the late medieval period: an impact that is particularly apparent in the compositions of Geoffrey Chaucer, ranging from his Book of the Duchess to The Canterbury Tales.

In a great many of his works, Chaucer utilizes Ovidian source material while still attaining the all-important title of auctor.  Through this analysis, I aim to prove that Chaucer is able to draw on pagan source material without sacrificing the truth, moral allegory or “authority” of his texts.  The manner in which he does this naturally differs from text to text, be it through a dream vision in the tale of Alceste from The Legend of Good Women, or the blatant alterations of the tale of Ceyx and Alcyone in The Book of the Duchess.  Regardless, he is able to preserve the meanings of the myth while still conveying authority, and it is in this singular act that he is able to draw on the age of Ovid whilst providing his audience with Christian worth and achieving that authority within his contemporary period.  In so doing, he brings authority into the present, subverting its very definition and proving his skill as only an auctor could.

The manner in which Chaucer chooses to accomplish this is as complex as his literary environment, and his texts reflect that same diversity.  A detailed examination of the Alceste episode contained within The Legend of Good Women reveals its adherence to the dream vision, an important medieval convention and perhaps the simplest way in which Chaucer is able to utilize pagan source material without great personal risk to his own authoritative standing.  Following from this exploration, I will turn to the Ceyx and Alcyone retelling present in The Book of the Duchess.  This tale is particularly significant, because it illustrates a degree of comfort Chaucer has reached in his standing as an author.  Rather than veil his source within the fancy of a dream, he has deliberately made changes to the original, allowing him to create an entirely new tale – one more suited to a Christian audience.  The items that Chaucer chooses to alter, as well as those that he chooses to maintain entirely, will help to illustrate the ways in which a moral allegory could be read into pagan works, so long as one was reading in the proper fashion put forth to most medievals.  

Most importantly, I will turn to The Canterbury Tales and The Manciple’s Tale, wherein the story of Apollo and Coronis is presented.  In this tale, Chaucer displays the mastery of his own material, allowing him to draw comparisons between the crow and the raven that are in contrast to the original Ovidian intention but still preserve the narrative.  This is the apex of Chaucer’s contribution to the tradition of moralization, for it not only makes the text acceptable to a Christian audience, but also remains almost entirely true to the pagan source material.  It is in this fashion that I wish to prove Chaucer’s ability to overcome an apparent temporal disjunction and maintain his authority, despite the questionable basis (at least, in the Christian sense) of much of his literary work.

In order to examine this temporal disjunction, however, it is first necessary to understand the underlying premise of medieval authorship.  The literary theory of the period centered on two very critical concepts: those of the auctor and of auctoritas.  The auctor may be understood, in a sense, to be an equivalent of the modern author.  The relationship is not, however, so simplistic.  Alastair Minnis, in his Medieval Theory of Authorship, qualifies the differences: “In a literary context, the term auctor denoted someone who was at once a writer and an authority, someone not merely to be read but also to be respected and believed” (Minnis MTA, p. 10).  It was not enough for an auctor to simply compose a text, but rather a text possessing a great achievement in truth.  Similarly important was the necessity of a name.  Without a distinct group or individual to attribute a work of literature to, it is impossible for the author to receive respect and therefore earn the title of auctor.

Etymologically, auctor referred to the concepts of achievement and growth within literature, only advancing to incorporate authenticity after its inception.  This led to the natural extension of auctoritas within the texts of an auctor.  “The writings of an auctor contained, or possessed, auctoritas in the abstract sense of the term,” Minnis explains, “with its strong connotations of veracity and sagacity” (Minnis MTA, p. 10).  Minnis qualifies this use of auctoritas as abstract because its specific meaning referred to a quotation from an auctor’s text, not the idea of authority.  If, therefore, we understand the basis of the title auctor and the auctoritas that it is associated with, then we must also understand how one comes to receive such a distinction.  Minnis argues that it “may be profitably regarded as an accolade bestowed upon a popular writer by those later scholars and writers who used extracts from his works as … auctoritates” (Minnis MTA, p. 10).  Such an award is then qualified upon possession of two qualities: “‘intrinsic worth’ and ‘authenticity’” (Minnis MTA, p. 10).

Intrinsic worth could have meant only one thing for a medieval audience: the possession of a Christian ideal.  It is in that qualification that a conflict begins to arise between pagan antiquity and content within medieval authority.  Following from the acceptance of this definition of worth is that the Holy Bible is the foremost authoritative text.  Below this exists all works that advance Christian ideologies, followed by texts that contain truth without specific reference to religious doctrine, and lastly works of sheer paganism.  A hierarchy of authority therefore exists, one that must have been understood by contemporaries of Chaucer.  That being the case, it is difficult to resolve a prevailing, contemporaneous view with Minnis’ assertion that only a much later group could have bestowed the accolade of auctor on a writer.  Any devout, literate medieval should have been able to discern messages of Christian truth within their texts, just as anyone well versed in the classics or possessing a degree of higher learning would have been able to extensively moralize even a wholly pagan text, such as The Metamorphoses, into something embodying worth.

Authenticity refers back to the ability to attribute authority to a text, for it requires that the text be the work a named auctor.  While possible for an anonymous text to be regarded as possessing truth or worth, even then it was seen as less authoritative than those which could be ascribed to a name or a group.  Even in rare cases when an anonymous work was viewed with auctoritas, Minnis tells us that it was “more common … to accept improbable attributions of currently popular works to older and respected writers” (Minnis MTA, p. 11)
.  As Minnis continues to pursue his discussion of authenticity, he begins to touch on the conflict observed in moralizations like Chaucer’s:
Interesting cases in point include the De disciplina scolarium, discussed above, and the Dissuasio Valerii ad Rufinum produced by Walter Map in the late twelfth century.  The quality and popularity of Map’s discourse caused some of his contemporaries to doubt that he could have written it.  ‘My only fault is that I am alive’, complained Map; ‘I have no intention, however, of correcting this fault by my death’ (Minnis MTA, pp. 11-12).

This illustrates that the attribution of auctoritas to one’s work during one’s own contemporary period led to a form of distrust.  This appears, on the surface, to lend credence to the belief that a work had to be old to be worthy of praise or recognition.  Even so, another option is available to us: “The converse often seems to have been true; if a work was good, its medieval readers were disposed to think that it was old” (Minnis MTA, p. 9).  The best writers need not have hailed exclusively from antiquity, a condition that allows the very notion of auctoritas to be partially circumvented, and for a contemporary text to be vested with authenticity.  Popularity, and a prevailing outlook of the populace, allow for Chaucer to attain the title of auctor while still living and writing.

� This is not unlike the attributions of several Medieval pageants, known as the N-Town plays, to a single author despite obvious anachronism.





