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Introduction

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, a topic with which all written work was concerned to some degree.  As Chaucer put it in his Retractions, “al that is writen is writen for oure doctrine.”  By this, he means that all texts are invested with a greater Christian truth, a moral authority derived from the teachings of the Bible, and brings to light the important role of the author in his society.  This is not to say that all texts were immediately accepted as containing a universal truth.  Rather, they first needed to stand the test of time, and this qualifier reflects the belief that there is a greater truth in older texts and authorities of the past.  A paradox exists for modern readers, 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 through moral allegory seems to contradict the very notion of a literary authority based on age.  By altering the intended meaning, it would seem that the authority of the original would be lost through translation, 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, and such exposure and acceptance proves that truth can be invested in contemporary texts.  This circumvention of the definition of authority, based within the paradoxical relationship between the age of literary authority and the contemporary moral authority based in mythography, has a profound impact on the texts 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 makes use of Ovidian source material while concerning himself almost entirely with the concept of auctoritas.  Through this analysis, I plan to argue that Chaucer is able to draw on pagan source material without sacrificing the moral 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 of the form, he is able to preserve the narrative of the myth while still conveying a literary authority to his readership.  Drawing on the age of Ovid, his antiquity and literary authority, Chaucer shows that he possesses a degree of moral authority, and so he achieves that authority within his contemporary period.  In this fashion, Chaucer brings authority into the present, subverting its very definition and proving his skill as a maker in his own time, his skill as an auctor in the modern era.
Chaucer has, in essence, chosen to translate Ovid in two distinct ways.  The first, and most obvious, is his transition from a Latin source to a vernacular narrative, but he also engages in a more subtle translation.  Rita Copeland argues that medievals operated in a literary landscape composed of two forms of translation, one primary and the other secondary.
  These terms are not meant to associate a greater status with one over the other, but rather to imply the distance (be it chronological or spatial) between the translated product and its original source.  A primary translation is one that exhibits “the rhetorical tendencies of medieval exegetical practice: even as they proclaim themselves to be serving and supplementing the text, they work in effect to contest and supplant that text” (p. 94).  To an extent these texts have ceased to be a translation, a bringing across of the original material, and have become little more than the canvas on which a new reading is offered.  Secondary translation, on the other hand, serves as a medium through which the old can be used to create something entirely new, while never denying the original influence.  “In this ‘secondary’ form the rhetorical motive takes precedence so that the translations tend to define themselves as independent textual productions” (p. 94).  This is most certainly what Chaucer has to do to serve his interest in auctoritas.  By acknowledging his source, and then integrating that source “into a larger program of textual reinvention,” Chaucer distances himself from the original (pp. 94-95).  That distance then provides the buffer necessary to reinvent the work as the maker sees fit while also avoiding the sense that the new text is simply working in opposition of the old.  The translation instead shifts the original from focus, providing attention to a newer form of discourse that then claims its own authority, as Chaucer draws on Ovid while constructing his own authoritative, narrative base.

Methodology

The manner in which Chaucer chooses to examine authority and its relationship to the narrative is as complex as his literary environment, and his texts reflect that same complexity.  By examining the Alceste episode contained within The Legend of Good Women, one can easily recognize its adherence to the dream vision, an important medieval convention and perhaps the simplest way in which Chaucer is able to make use of pagan source material without great personal risk to his own authoritative standing.  That is not to say that Chaucer is already an auctor as he composes these texts, but rather that he is building the reputation that will one day allow him to adopt such a title in the eyes of his readers.  Following 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 retain in their entirety, will help to illustrate the ways in which a moral allegory could be read into pagan works.

Most importantly, I will turn to The Canterbury Tales and The Manciple’s Tale, wherein Chaucer retells the story of Apollo and Coronis.  In this tale, Chaucer displays mastery of his own material, allowing him to draw comparisons between the crow and the raven that differ from the original Ovidian intention but still preserve the narrative with which he is so concerned.  Chaucer’s choice to invert the characterizations of the raven and the crow provides his narrative with a means to deliver moral authority by identifying the reader with the raven, and thus receive the principled instruction of the crow.  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 construct his literary authority, despite the questionable moral basis (at least, in the Christian sense) of much of his literary work.

Auctoritas
In order to examine this temporal disjunction, one must 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 between author and auctor 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”.
  It was not enough for an auctor to simply compose a text.  Instead, the task was to compose a text that spoke to an awareness of greater truth, typically in the moral sense of Christianity.  Such moral authority serves to bolster the importance and literary authority of any medieval text.  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” (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, one understands the basis of the title auctor and the auctoritas that it is associated with, then one must also understand how an individual receives that 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” (10).  Such an award is then qualified upon possession of two qualities: “‘intrinsic worth’ and ‘authenticity’” (10).

Intrinsic worth could have meant only one thing for a medieval audience: the possession of a Christian ideal.  This becomes apparent as one delves into the many moralizations of the Middle Ages, not least of which is Christine de Pisan’s L’Epistre d’Othea.  As a near-contemporary of Chaucer, Christine and her text offer insight into the culture of moralization in and around the time that Chaucer himself was writing.  The Letter itself is composed of “one hundred verse texts describing a mythological figure or moment and prose moral glosses explaining how to read the myth in order to improve human character, followed by allegorical explanations.”
  It is the moral glosses, though, that have the greatest impact on the literary culture of the period, and shall clarify the Christian worth deemed a necessary part of authority.  In discussing Venus, for instance, Christine-Othea offers this to Hector: 

And because [Venus] exceeded all in excellent beauty and voluptuousness, and was very amorous and not constant in one love but abandoned to many, they called her the goddess of love.  And for this reason, that she gave influence to lechery, Othea says to the good knight that he not make her his goddess.  This is to understand that, in this life which promotes vices, he should not abandon his body nor his intent.  And Hermes says: “The vice of lechery taints all virtues.”
  
By drawing out a single positive note within a pagan tale, Christine is able to imbue her text with moral authority and Christian worth.  In this case, that worth is defined in terms of love and fidelity, though any methodology of Church teaching or ethical behavior that can be drawn out of a text serves that same sense of worth.

It is in the qualification of intrinsic worth 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 and Christine.  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.  A pagan text could only have been read in a socially acceptable manner, after all, if it were moralized to be more in keeping with prevailing religious views.  It is in this sense that Chaucer is able to gather contemporary literary and moral authority and contribute extensively to the traditions of narrative and mythography even without his own personal antiquity.

Authenticity refers back to the ability to attribute authority to a text, for it requires that the text be the work of 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 single maker’s name or a definitive 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” (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’ (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, one that Minnis explains: “The converse often seems to have been true; if a work was good, its medieval readers were disposed to think that it was old” (9).  Antiquity, then, becomes a means of expressing value, and also supports the notion that Chaucer can gather his literary authority in his own day.  The best writers need not have be old, a condition that allows the very notion of auctoritas to be partially circumvented, and for a contemporary text to be vested with authenticity.  Popularity in how a work was received by the masses and the obvious quality of a work are both forces that allow Chaucer to attain work towards his own personal auctoritas while still living and writing, making use of varying degrees of moralization to explore his narrative.

This circumvention of authority is what allows Chaucer to compose several of his works while enjoying the reputation of a maker and concerning himself with auctoritas.  As has been previously stated, a maker is by no means equivalent to an auctor.  To concern himself with auctoritas, however, is to say that Chaucer is interested in acquiring such status in different varieties of literary authority in his texts.  Not least among those works is The Book of the Duchess, a text that includes a lengthy moralization of Ovid’s Ceyx and Alcyone episode.  The name moralization may, however, be a misnomer in this particular instance.  The Ovide Moralisé tradition, composed of such notable works as Pierre Bersuire’s Ovidius Moralizatus and Christine de Pisan’s L’Epistre d’Othea, concerned itself with the spiritual aspects of classical myth and how those tales could be reinterpreted to promote Christian practices and beliefs.  Chaucer himself is not occupied with such; rather, his references to religion or morality tend to be thinly veiled jokes, as with his retractions from The Canterbury Tales.  Chaucer constantly invokes Christ, seeking to repent for any unwitting heresy on his part.  Intermingled with these pious wishes, however, is a proud declaration of everything Chaucer had written to date, allowing him to bring together two very different narrative messages into the same passage.  It is in that same seeming that Chaucer is able to enter, authoritatively, into the realm of moralizations without ever concerning himself with morality or Christian spiritual affairs.  He does not actively need to promote Christianity by moralizing, but only create a vessel in which he can deliver his narrative, the force with which he is truly concerned and for which he is remembered.


In completely removing himself from these moral aspects of his source material, Chaucer has chosen to disregard any possible allegory within his texts.  His disregard, however, serves to create the basis of a moral seeming in the work, so as not to deny the presence of moral authority entirely.  As Minnis observes, Chaucer’s intent was most likely focus on, but not confined to, the “literal and historical”.
  Minnis also suggests, in his Chaucer and Pagan Antiquity, that “Moralization has receded before narration” (17).  This advances the idea that Chaucer is more concerned with developing his abilities as a writer and as a master of vernacular English dialogue in his texts than he is with ascribing to any great truth.  The tale is certainly ‘demythologized’, for if it were not Chaucer would never have been able to aspire to the status of auctor; The Book of the Duchess would have remained too obviously pagan.  Choosing to ignore such things makes the work acceptable to his Christian audience, providing the foundation on which Chaucer is able to aspire to auctorship while grounding him firmly in authentic (if pagan) material.  Chaucer uses Ovid’s authority as the underpinning for his own accumulation and exploration of literary auctoritas.
Significance

“According to D.W. Robertson, the tropological, allegorical, and anagogical levels of meaning express the central cultural and intellectual ideals of the Middle Ages, namely, those relating to the furtherance of Christian charity, the love of God and one’s neighbour, and the repudiation of cupidity, the love of one’s self.”
  In Professor Robertson’s opinion, Chaucer and all medieval writers would have written with these principles as the backbone of their texts.  Certainly this seems to be the underlying premise behind the moralizations of the Middle Ages, supporting the ideal that all texts should be read with a distinct religious meaning in mind.  Even Chaucer himself, in declaring that “al that is writen is writen for oure doctrine,” seems to go along with such an interpretation of medieval literary theory.  I, however, agree with the interpretation of Minnis to a certain extent.  He writes that “It would have been a considerable breach of literary decorum, to put it mildly, for Chaucer to have written in studied imitation of the unique divine style,” discounting the idea that Chaucer would actively have chosen to imitate the Holy Bible in his compositions.  Minnis goes on to argue, I believe rightly, that Chaucer did occasionally use the Bible as a tool to illustrate his literary process.  Though Chaucer himself speaks “rudeliche and large” in his prologue to The Canterbury Tales, he can cite Biblical precedent, within the Gospel no less, that supports such a style of writing: “Crist spak himself ful brode in hooly writ, / And wel ye woot no vileynye is it” (ll. 739-740).
  In this manner, Chaucer is imitating the loquacious nature of the Bible, but also poking fun at the most holy of texts by feeling the need to qualify that there is no evil in speaking broadly or, indirectly, in the Bible itself.  To feel that it is necessary to assure his audience that the Bible is truly the Good Book, Chaucer’s dry wit plays against the text and his readership.


Minnis also argues that, by Chaucer’s time, the division between the sacred and profane had been blurred beyond recognition.
  “Scriptural authors were read literally,” Minnis states in Chaucer and Pagan Antiquity, while “pagan poetae were read allegorically or moralized – and thus the twain could meet” (16).  Here my views diverge from those of Minnis, though our thoughts turn to the same source for qualification.  Jean de Meun’s Roman de la Rose extensively moralizes classical material, and Minnis refers to an episode within the text as Jean’s “most spectacular manifestation of … ‘demythologizing’” (17).  If, as Minnis suggests, the sacred and the profane could meet then there would be no need to demythologize the text.  Rather, I believe that the need for demythologizing, as in Jean’s Roman or in Chaucer’s Book of the Duchess, is evidence for the irreconcilable differences between pagan and Christian literature.  A force must be exerted on a classical text to make it acceptable to a medieval Christian audience – a force that causes the text to cease to be pagan in its newly altered form, though based on pagan source material.  It is in this very metamorphosis of the text that literary and moral authority are obtained, the two aspects of literature with which Geoffrey Chaucer was most concerned.


While the manner in which Chaucer chose to pursue these two forms of authority were certainly widely varied among his lifetime of work, his use of Ovidian source material in several key works presents a fascinating textual paradox.  Ovid, clearly a pagan and yet an authority within the context of the medieval literary landscape, provides the basis for Chaucer’s own authority.  Through various efforts of moralization, Chaucer is able to compound upon that authority, at once subverting it’s paganism to allow moral authority to enter into his texts and advancing his own narrative, the source of literary authority.  In his Legend of Good Women, Chaucer accomplishes this by means of the dream vision.  Through such a convention, he is able to distance himself from any personal responsibility for the content of the tale.  The Book of the Duchess, on the other hand, enters into a more complex dialogue with Ovid and his authority.  Chaucer’s version of the Ceyx tale retains the literal authority of the narrative to an extent, but it gains moral authority only through the omission of several key, obviously pagan influences within the text.  In this sense, the text is a moralization, though in a sense opposed to most moralizations of the Middle Ages.  Chaucer chooses to truncate rather than analyze and reinterpret the original, classical text.  Finally, The Canterbury Tales and, more specifically, The Manciple’s Tale represent the apex of Chaucer’s contribution to the tradition of moralization.  Through this tale, he is able to preserve the narrative almost entirely while still making the pagan elements palatable to a Christian audience.  In all of these instances, however, Chaucer manipulates temporal reality.  His tales manipulate time and place, not only in the sense that Chaucer is remembered even now as an auctor, or in his ability to remove the narrative culture of Ovid’s tales from their pagan context, but in that he brings Ovid’s authority into his present, utilizing Ovidian antiquity and worth as a literary foundation to build upon his own authority in the present.  The sacred and the profane are resolved, through Chaucer, in a fashion that few other medievals could have conceived.  Our maker, rather than allegorize these texts to bring them to a wider audience, chooses instead to focus on the “literal-historical” aspects of his narrative source – a choice that sets Chaucer apart from his contemporaries, such as John Gower, and earns him the title of auctor as we look back on the literature of the Middle Ages.
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