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Abstract 

Toward a Supreme Fiction: Dante, Chaucer and the Dream of the Rose 

Eugene Anthony Petracca 

 

This dissertation examines the rise of first-person fiction in the later Middle Ages, arguing that 

the modern concept of fiction can to be seen to have emerged during this period. As I show, the 

Roman de la Rose by Guillaume de Lorris and Jean de Meun, the Commedia of Dante, and 

Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales each offers a unique response to the question of how truth can be 

manifested in writing. I analyze key passages of these three poems, as well as earlier writings by 

Dante and Chaucer – in particular, Dante’s Vita Nuova and Chaucer’s Book of the Duchess, as 

well as Chaucer’s other dream-poems – in order to show how the classical, and more specifically 

Platonic, subordination of fiction to philosophy was challenged and ultimately overturned 

through French dream-allegory, Dante’s visionary epic, and the general framework to The 

Canterbury Tales, where Chaucer can be seen to engage both French and Italian predecessors.  
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Introduction 

It is a commonplace of medievalist scholarship to claim that fiction as a concept did not 

exist in the Middle Ages.
1
 To be sure, fiction itself, understood in the broadest sense, has always 

existed. Narrative fiction, the telling of stories that are untrue, seems to be among the most basic 

functions of language; surely it is as universal as any other aspect of culture can be said to be. 

But the modern institution of fiction, the binary opposition of fiction and nonfiction, as explicitly 

indicated on all contemporary publications – this instituted fiction is peculiar and historically 

circumscribed. Medieval Europeans did have ways of talking about the matter of literary 

fictionality, and some of these ways I will consider shortly. But their language was not our 

language, whoever exactly “we” are in this circumstance. Nor is the shift in practice without 

deeper implications. 

 Already from the everyday opposition of fiction and nonfiction itself we can see that 

there is something odd, something that is discursively contingent, about this formulation. 

Wikipedia – here I am speaking of everyday usage – defines fiction as “a narrative form, in any 

medium, consisting of people, events, or places that are imaginary; in other words, not based on 

                                                
1 See Orlemanski for a recent, cogent overview of the question of whether one can properly speak of a medieval 

fiction. Orlemanski suggests that although medieval writers had no singular concept of fiction, as we understand it, 

nonetheless it is possible to speak of medieval fictionalities (plural): “Medieval accounts of poetria, res ficta, 

figmenta, fabula, argumentum, and integumentum are attractive rebuttals to charges of premodern conceptual 

naiveté. Semantic distinctions between proper and poetic signification, divisions of fictional genres on the basis of 

verisimilitude, and awareness that hermeneutic premises affect the operations of reference all testify to the Middle 
Ages’ sophisticated accounts of fictionality (though none, of course, correspond precisely to the present-day 

paradigm of prose fiction). Medievalists have drawn on the vocabularies of the grammatical, rhetorical, and 

commentarial traditions to great interpretive effect. But the severalness of these contemporary theories also suggests 

their partialness, or the failure of any one of them to be a governing account of fictionality, constitutive of or 

sufficient to the varied instances of medieval literary fiction” (157). 
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history or fact” (Wikipedia, “Fiction”).
2
 The definition it gives for nonfiction is somewhat 

longer: 

Nonfiction or non-fiction is content that purports in good faith to represent truth and 

accuracy regarding information, events or people. […] Nonfiction is one of the 

fundamental divisions of narrative (specifically, prose) writing – in contrast to fiction, 

which offers information, events, or characters expected to be partly or largely imaginary, 

or else leaves open if and how the work refers to reality. (Wikipedia, “Nonfiction”) 

Nonfiction is literally “not fiction,” and as a negative concept defining itself in opposition to a 

contrary term, its meaning is inherently more complex. But as these definitions show, our 

common usage belies a more fundamental distinction on which it builds: the distinction between 

truth and falsehood, what is real and what is merely imagined. In this underlying distinction, on 

which the definition of fiction depends, the privileged term is truth: reality or the real world as it 

actually exists. Would it not be more logical then to classify books in terms of true and untrue? 

How is it that “fiction” became the primary or unmarked term? 

                                                
2 On a more formal level, the concept of fiction proves strangely resistant to definition. See general overviews  in 
Olsen and Lamarque, and Cohn. These accounts build on the work of analytic philosophers such as Kripke and 

Searle, work which presents enormous complexities when considered in detail. Thus for Searle, for example, 

fictionality is defined not by truth content but rather by “the illocutionary intentions of the author” (325), but Searle 

goes on to acknowledge that fiction may contain assertions that seem to be assertoric as well as illocutionary (331-

32); nor, as Currie has pointed out, are Searle’s criteria for fictionality in fact applicable exclusively to fiction 

writing since they could also describe, for example, a non-fiction author’s use of irony (17). For Currie, refining 

Searle, it is necessary furthermore that author of a fiction text should have an audience that, recognizing the author’s 

intention of fiction-making, plays along with this “make-believe” intent (30). In other words, the author of a work of 

fiction must know that the reader knows that the author is intending to produce a work of fiction. But Davies points 

out that Currie’s criteria for fiction could strictly apply to the Histories of Tacitus, and therefore insists that, if the 

concept is to have any meaning, fiction must contain “fictional narrative” – a claim that clearly raises further 

problems. Such elaborations could be extended ad infinitum; others, for example Cohn, cited above, begin in the 
other direction as it were by attempting to deduce fiction from formal categories such as narrative or internal 

monologue (etc.). The simple truth is that no single definition of fiction has yet achieved widespread acceptance 

among academic philosophers. In contrast to these writers, who see the concept of fictionality as a problem to be 

solved, I see the inherent difficulty of defining fiction – which, after all, is a concept that, on the everyday level, we 

think we know well – as in itself informative and indeed symptomatic. 
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 To answer this question properly would require me to present a long historical genealogy 

of contemporary attitudes and publishing practices, which it is not my purpose here to do. For 

my purpose it is sufficient to point out that the subtle privilege accorded to the concept of fiction 

in contemporary usage does indeed reflect the prestige that is accorded to fiction and fiction 

writers in the modern era, wherever exactly that era begins and ends. In the proverbial pantheon 

of Great European Writers, one would of course place such primarily nonfiction authors such as 

Nietzsche, Vasari, Gibbon and Rousseau. But for each entry of this sort the common reader – 

still I am speaking here of everyday attitudes; it is not my business to debate comparative merit, 

or the usefulness of canonicity as such – could name perhaps a dozen authors primarily 

associated with fiction. Among these names, Shakespeare, Cervantes, Kafka, Proust and Tolstoy 

are, in the present instance, simply the first that come to mind. My point is this: although in logic 

we privilege the concept of truth, in literature we subtly and quite unconsciously privilege 

untruth, the category of literary fiction. 

 The privilege accorded to fiction is not absolute. Even today, one often encounters people 

who profess to “read only nonfiction.” Entering this phrase into Google – again I turn to the 

internet as representative of general attitudes – the first result I receive is a blog post where the 

phrase is embedded in the following statement: 

I want to accept the world for what it is, learn as much as I can about it, hopefully do my 

best to make the world a better place and progress as a decent human being. We should 

all strive to leave our mark and make this world a much better place. So that is why I 

have chosen to read only nonfiction this year. (Romeo Rosales, “On Only Reading 

Nonfiction in 2019”). 
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This turn to nonfiction is demarcated in a particular way, however. In his determination to read 

only nonfiction, Rosales is motivated by epistemological and ethical considerations. He wishes 

to “learn” about and “accept the world for what it is,” and he wants to “make the world a better 

place.” Implicitly therefore, fiction is uninformative and unethical; at least, in comparison with 

nonfiction. These negative attitudes towards fiction are not unreasonable. If fiction is not 

concerned with the world as it is, if fiction is defined by its lack of truth, then it is only logical to 

suppose that fiction is ethically and epistemologically inferior to nonfiction, since epistemology 

concerns itself precisely with knowledge about the world; ethics with proper conduct within it. 

 While such attitudes are evidently at odds with the prestige accorded to fiction more 

generally, they are not irrational in themselves, and they would immediately have been 

comprehensible to medieval writers. As I said in my opening paragraph, there is no exact 

equivalent in the terminology of the medieval West for the concept of fiction as now understood. 

And this partly expresses the fact that, in contrast to modern usage, the premodern vocabulary 

for what we now know as fiction very often implies a negative judgment, or at best a certain 

anxiety, about the value and usefulness of writings of this sort. This is not at all to say that 

medieval people did not value and enjoy fiction. But their use and enjoyment of fiction was, at 

least in theoretical discourse, generally qualified by an awareness that fiction, being by definition 

less true, is categorically inferior to such writings as are true: writings such as history, 

philosophy and Scripture. 

 This anxiety about the status of fiction is not unique to the medieval period. It was, as we 

will see, strongly influenced by the legacy of Greco-Roman antiquity.
3
 And as my discussion of 

                                                
3 This holds even though our contemporary understanding of late-antique fiction, and in particular the Greek and 

Roman novel, remains imperfect, and continues to evolve. For an interesting and complementary argument for the 

emergence of fiction in ancient Greece, with particular attention to the Homeric poems and the dialogues of Plato, 
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Rosales’ blog post attempted to show, the anxiety about fiction is not uncommon even today, 

even if it is now generally subordinated to an aesthetic regime in which fiction is valued apart 

from its informative or moral function. In fact, to adopt temporarily a more global perspective, it 

is likely even today that a great many cultures do not share what I have described as the modern 

understanding of fiction. It is, in other words, only a narrow Eurocentrism that allows us to 

imagine that the binary opposition of fiction and nonfiction even today is universal. But this is 

not to say that the institution of fiction is a uniquely European phenomenon. To take just one 

example from outside Europe, I find it remarkable that Water Margin, the earliest of the Four 

Great Chinese Novels – a canonical grouping of large-scale vernacular fictions – was, like many 

of the fictive texts I will discuss in the following chapters, composed during the fourteenth 

century, albeit in entirely distinct historical circumstances.
4
 

 An overview of some of the problems of discussing fiction in the Middle Ages can be 

glimpsed from a consideration of the terminology for fiction that was available for medieval 

writers in the Latin West. The English word “fiction” derives of course from the Latin “fictio,” 

which in turn derives from “fingo, fingere,” the Latin verb for “to shape or dissemble.” A fictio 

therefore can certainly be a fiction, but it can also ambiguously mean something that is “made.” 

Thus it is often necessary for medieval writers to qualify fictio so as to specify that they are 

speaking about something that is untrue, as for example when Hermann the German, in his 

                                                                                                                                                       
see Finkelberg, who sees a “poetics of truth” and a “poetics of fiction” as already distinctly operative in Homer 

(101). 
4 See discussion in Ge: “The rise of written vernacular as a new literary language, in China as in the West, was 

inevitably the result of a long process of interaction and interpenetration between the forces of written culture and 

those of orality and the gradual confluence of literary consciousness with oral sensibilities. [Despite the oral 

provenance of much of its narrative material, the earliest Chinese vernacular novel Shuihu zhuan or Water Margin 

written in the fourteenth century] drew fascinated critical attention from such prominent literati figures as Li Zhi, Hu 
Yinglin, Yuan Hongdao, and Jin Shentang” (179). The canonical status achieved by the vernacular novel broke with 

historical attitudes towards fiction in China: “While poetry and classical prose were acclaimed as imparting 

Confucian values and convictions and therefore indispensably beneficial to one’s education and cultivation – paving 

the way in some cases ultimately to officialdom – vernacular fiction was usually dismissed as something morally 

uncouth, aesthetically crude, and therefore a mere pastime for vulgar tastes” (51). 



  

6 

 

translation of Averroes’ “Middle” commentary on the Poetics, speaks of “fictio mendosa” (“false 

fiction”; Aristoteles Latinus 33.21). The problem with fictio is similar therefore to that posed by 

the Greek-derived “poetry,” with its Latin and Romance equivalents: a word which comes from 

the Greek verb for “to do or make.” Conrad of Hirsau defines a poet as, “a maker, or one who 

gives shape to things, because he [the poet] says what is false instead of the truth, or else 

sometimes intermingles truth with falsehood” (translation in Minnis and Scott, 43). Thus poetry 

can mean fictio, but the ambiguity of this Greek-derived term is further compounded because of 

the association between poetry and verse, which need not necessarily be fictive at all. This 

association can be seen for example in Conrad’s subsequent presentation of Horace’s Ars 

poetica, just after the passage I have quoted, and likewise in chapter 25 of Dante’s Vita Nuova, 

which I will discuss in my third chapter below. 

 The Latin “commentum” is less ambiguous than fictio or poetry, and it is used in an 

influential passage from the Commentary on the Dream of Scipio of Macrobius to address the 

fictionality of the Myth of Er, with which Plato concludes the Republic. Another and, for certain 

writers, a more troubling ambiguity arises however from the close relationship between 

commentum and “commentary,” with its associated language. Thus Rita Copeland argued that 

the respective meaning of commentum and glossa (“gloss”) shifted during the period between 

Isidore and William of Conches.
5
 But Munk Olsen has further demonstrated that there was no 

real practical consistency in the use of such terms by medieval commentators (2009, 6-7). This 

confusion results from the fact that the Latin deponent verb “commentor,” meaning “I study or 

                                                
5 See Copeland’s discussion of “Gloss and Commentary” (171-191). Copeland goes on to consider William’s 

influence on a late twelfth-century commentary on Priscian: “These remarks from the ‘Promisimus’ commentary 
have the virtue of showing not only the long influence of the new definitions encountered in William of Conches’s 

prologue, but also further awareness of terminological issues: the glossator (or copyist) adds the contemporary term 

commentum as an alternative to Priscian’s antique term commentarius, and even attempts damage control on the 

worrying linkage between commentum/commentarius and comminiscor, which can indeed mean ‘to fabricate 

falsely,’ despite the glossator’s protests” (173). 
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discuss,” from which we get “commentary,” derives like commentum from the earlier 

“comminiscor”: a verb that means “to devise or invent” but which also suggests, in its 

etymological sense, something like “to think together” (con-mens). Thus commentum, meaning 

fiction, closely recalls a number of words that mean exactly what fiction is not. A commentary is 

quintessentially not a fiction, not something “made up,” as it involves the practice of exegesis, a 

serious philosophical activities that precisely opposes itself to fictio qua invention. William of 

Conches, in the passage of the Glosae super Platonem that Copeland discusses, finds the 

relationship between commentary and commentum so disturbing that he flatly denies – quite 

incorrectly – that the basic meaning of comminiscor is “to invent”; though he does acknowledge 

that this meaning is sometimes attributed to the word by others.
6
 The relationship between 

commentum and commentor implies a subtle kinship between philosophy and fiction, which 

should logically be opposed to one another. This takes me to the obvious point, familiar to 

students of Latin at any level, that inventio itself, the source of our English “invention,” derives 

from a verb which means in fact “to find or discover” (“invenio, invenire”) rather than to make 

up or create ex nihilo, as we generally take it now. 

 In short, there seems to be no easy way to talk about fiction in Middle Ages. But I have 

yet to address the most notable forerunner of the concept of fiction, however, which is “fable.” 

As early as Cicero, in the De Inventione, as well as the pseudo-Ciceronian Rhetorica ad 

Herennium, fable or fabula had an almost technical meaning in referring to a narrative that is 

neither true nor true-seeming.
7
 In this respect it is specifically opposed by Cicero to historia or 

“history.” Cicero’s definition would influence that of Isidore in the Etymologies, where Isidore 

                                                
6 “‘Comminiscor’ secundum quosdam est false invenire, sed nichil est” (Fredborg, 93). See also the quoted passage 

from Copeland’s discussion of “Gloss and Commentary,” above. 
7 “Fabula est quae neque veras neque veri similes continet res, ut eae sunt quae tragoediis traditae sunt. Historia est 

gesta res, sed ab aetatis nostrae memoria remota. Argumentum est ficta res quae tamen fieri potuit, velut argumenta 

comoediarum” (Rhetorcia ad Herennium, 1.8.13). See also further discussion in my first chapter. 
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rightly says that “fable” derives from the verb for, fari (“to say or speak”).
8
 To a certain extent 

therefore the Latin fabula can be thought of as succeeding to the Greek word mythos, also 

relating etymologically to speech; whereas what we now know as myth was generally referred to 

in the West as fable until at least the time of Boccaccio.
9
 The Fables of Aesop were paradigmatic 

of this term for medieval people, as they continue to be today, and these were indeed described 

as “myths” (“μύθους”) in the Phaedo of Plato (102c), specifically in the passage where Socrates 

justifies his devoting the final hours of his life to the versification of fable. Perhaps I may be 

permitted to note here, somewhat out of context, that Socrates’ much wondered-at turn to fable is 

something that comes to him in a dream (“ἐνύπνιον”). 

 Beginning perhaps with this very passage of the Phaedo, philosophy has always opposed 

itself to fable for the simple reason that fable is constitutively false. Philosophy, “the love of 

wisdom,” is the discourse of truth, and the line between philosophy, defined in this way, and 

fable became still more clearly demarcated in the Christian era, when fable became associated 

with the pagan mythology of classical antiquity as preserved and represented in its literature. 

Thus Tertullian denigrates fable in relation to Christian “truths” (veritates) in a representative 

passage of De spectaculis: “Si scaenicae doctrinae delectant, satis nobis litterarum est, satis 

versuum est, satis sententiarum, satis etiam canticorum, satis vocum, nec fabulae, sed veritates, 

                                                
8 See Etymologies I.40, “De Fabula”: “Fabulas poetae a fando nominaverunt, quia non sunt res factae, sed tantum 

loquendo fictae. Quae ideo sunt inductae, ut fictorum mutorum animalium inter se conloquio imago quaedam vitae 

hominum nosceretur. Has primus invenisse traditur Alcmeon Crotoniensis, appellanturque Aesopiae, quia is apud 

Phrygas in hac re polluit. Sunt autem fabulae aut Aesopicae, aut Libysticae. Aesopicae sunt, cum animalia muta 

inter se sermocinasse finguntur, vel quae animam non habent, ut urbes, arbores, montes, petrae, flumina. Libysticae 

autem, dum hominum cum bestiis, aut bestiarum cum hominibus fingitur vocis esse conmercium. Fabulas poetae 

quasdam delectandi causa finxerunt, quasdam ad naturam rerum, nonnullas ad mores hominum interpretati sunt. 

Delectandi causa fictas, ut eas, quas vulgo dicunt, vel quales Plautus et Terentius conposuerunt” (I.40,1-3), etc. 
9 Boccaccio was one of the earliest vernacular poets to study Greek, which perhaps explains his habit of 

reintroducing Greek vocabulary into his writing. See the discussion of mythology in the Preface, and Books 14 and 
15 of, the Genealogia deorum gentilium. The English word “mythology” is attested since 1412 (OED); earlier, c. 

1403, Christine had used the French “mythologie” in the Chemin de longue estude (403). The vernacular use of the 

term is likely influenced therefore by Boccaccio’s usage in the influential Genealogia, though of course he had 

classical precedent (notably, the Mythologiae of the late antique writer Fulgentius, which Boccaccio draws on 

continually beginning with his second chapter, “De Chaos”). 
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nec strophae, sed simplicitates” (XXIX).
10

 Analogous statements could be extrapolated ad 

infinitum from the writings of Augustine, Jerome, Cassiodorus, Isidore, right down to Erasmus 

and subsequent writers of the sixteenth century. Indeed, as I have suggested, this basic attitude is 

still essentially with us even though our terminology has somewhat changed. Thus today it 

would be more representative to oppose fiction to science.
11

 But I leave off my discussion of 

fable for the time being, since this topic will receive much attention in the chapters that follow. I 

will particularly describe certain instances of what may be called, in the Neoplatonic tradition, 

the contest between fable and philosophy: a contest in which fable is generally supposed to be 

the losing side. 

 This brief philological survey has been intended to give an overview of the problem of 

discussing fiction in the Middle Ages. Recapitulating somewhat, we know that medieval people 

had and wrote fiction. The enormous body of Arthurian literature, to take an obvious example, is 

broadly identifiable as fiction, though it almost never outright identifies as such; and medieval 

commentators certainly recognized the existence of fictive writing. Commentators, more 

particularly, recognized fable, the category of narrative writing that is not literally true. Medieval 

attitudes to fable were by no means monolithic or universally negative. In contrast to Tertullian’s 

attitude, Virgil – whose overwhelming importance for the Middle Ages could hardly be 

overstated – is said in the commentary attributed to Bernardus Silvestris to have been “both a 

poet [that is, in this case, a writer of fiction] and a philosopher”; his poem the Aeneid is said to 

have had a “utility” (utilitas) as moral instruction that transcends its admixture of fabulous 

                                                
10 “If the literature of the stage delight you, we have sufficiency of books, of poems, of aphorisms, sufficiency of 

songs and voices, not fable, those of ours, but truth; not artifice but simplicity.” (Trans. Glover, 297) 
11 It is notable however that the natural sciences were still referred to as “natural philosophy” as late as the 

nineteenth century, for example in the Treatise on Natural Philosophy by Thomson and Tait, an influential physics 

textbook published in 1867. 
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elements.
12

 Such an attitude by no means is unmedieval. And it is hard to imagine a more book-

positive view than that expressed by Hugh of St. Victor in the Didascalicon, or later by Petrarch 

in his epistolary accounts of recovering ancient texts. 

 Additional examples of the range of medieval attitudes toward fable can perhaps most 

easily be sampled through a perusal of the series of translated excerpts and critical introductions 

prepared by Minnis and Scott under the title Medieval Literary Theory and Criticism: c.1100-

c.1375. Let us now consider this collection and what it can tell us about the difference between 

medieval attitudes to fiction and those of the present. As these scholars explain in their preface, 

the choice to designate the various works they survey –including accessus ad auctores, Biblical 

commentary, scholastic treatises and humanist letters – as “literary theory and criticism” was 

deliberate and not devoid of polemical implications. They write: 

“Literary theory” is, we trust, neutral enough to require no defense, but “literary 

criticism” has certain associations which might, in the eyes of some, make our use of it 

seem inappropriate and anachronistic. […] All the commentaries and treatises excerpted 

below are, in a manner of speaking, descriptive and evaluative […], and to that extent 

may be called “critical.” (viii) 

Fair enough so far “theory” and “critical.” But what about “literary”? Of course, the various 

critical works surveyed by Minnis and Scott are broadly literary in that they refer to literature, 

literally understood to mean writing. But surely “literary criticism” implies something more 

particular than just “descriptive and evaluative writing about writing.” 

                                                
12 See The Commentary on the First Six Books of the Aeneid of Virgil commonly attributed to Bernardus Silvestris, 

ed. and trans. J. W. and E. F. Jones, University of Nebraska Press, 1997 (1-3). A less sunny attitude toward fable is 

expressed by Conrad of Hirsau in his well-known statement that reading fable – the reference here specifically is 

Ovid – is like searching for “gold in a dung heap” (“aurum in stercore,” 114). 
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 Minnis and Scott are rightly irritated by surveys of literary criticism, such as that of 

Wimsatt and Brooks (1975), which jump “from ‘Longinus’ to Sir Philip Sidney” while 

remarking that the Middle Ages, being “theological,” were not conducive to “the essentially 

humanistic activity of literary criticism” (5). On the whole, surveys such as these, I add, are 

relics of overly nationalistic approaches to literary history. Why else should the modern period of 

literary criticism be said to begin with Philip Sidney rather than Joachim Du Bellay, or for that 

matter Dante? In France or Italy, I imagine, the latter half of such a survey would look very 

different. But – dare I say it? – there is a grain of truth to the attitude that Minnis and Scott so 

rightly criticize. So eager are they to point out the overlooked continuities between, say, the 

Italian humanism of the so-called Renaissance, and the earlier scholastic culture of the High 

Middle Ages, that Minnis and Scott, like many within the field, overlook what is arguably the 

most significant literary development of the period with which they are primarily concerned. 

This development, I suggest, is the invention of the modern category of fiction proper. 

 In saying this I do not mean, as I said early on, that there has ever been a time without 

fiction. Nor do I mean, as I also said, to suggest that fiction proper is uniquely European. 

Nonetheless, something can be seen to have happen in the literary history of medieval Europe – a 

period which, incidentally, I would qualify as “logical” or “philosophical” rather than purely 

“theological” – something that I attempt to theorize from within over the course of the following 

chapters. This event was not singular; it did not happen overnight. A much longer survey of this 

development could certainly be made in which, for example, the romans of Chrétien de Troyes, 

the novelle of Boccaccio, and the prefaces of Caxton – to name some obvious omissions – would 

all have to be taken into account. The most important episodes of the story I would tell, however, 

are those I discuss in the following chapters. Briefly told, it is the story of how vernacular dream-
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writing emerged in France during the thirteenth century out of Neoplatonic allegory; how Dante 

broke with dream-writing in the Commedia by insisting on the literal truth of his mystical 

experience; and how Geoffrey Chaucer, modeling his self-representation in The Canterbury 

Tales on that of Dante, institutes the Dantean fiction which Dante himself could not yet name. 

This fiction, with a nod to Wallace Stevens, I am calling a “supreme fiction” not because of its 

aesthetic value – even the Commedia, much less the majority of modern novels, could hardly be 

called a greater achievement than the Iliad or Mahabharata – but rather because this new 

supreme fiction no longer subordinates itself to philosophy in the way that fable had done. 

 In other words, it is no longer, in the final analysis, the truth-value or the practical utility 

that counts in a work such as The Canterbury Tales. And surely it is no coincidence that the 

fiction-writings I am analyzing here – the French dream-poetry from the Rose to Christine and 

beyond; Dante’s Commedia and Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales – were received already during the 

Middle Ages with an unprecedented degree of reverence and indeed critical interest. The 

medieval reception of these works was not only an aesthetic judgment, it was an 

acknowledgment that something new and powerful was happening; that fiction, and with it 

literature more generally, was gaining a new sense of its own importance and potential. This 

would explain the very different reception histories accorded, for example, to Chaucer and to the 

anonymous authors of other “canonical” English poems like Sir Gawain and the Green Knight 

and, in an earlier period, Beowulf: poems that both survive in only one manuscript; whose 

compositional history remains almost entirely unknown. Chaucer, in contrast, was already 

celebrated during his lifetime. His writings were read and admired in France, for example, by 

Eustache Deschamps – no lover of the English – and within a decade of Chaucer’s death, he was 

already being described by Thomas Hoccleve as something very like “the father of English 
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literature”: the canonical formulation attributed more frequently to Dryden.
13

 All of this, to be 

sure, pales in comparison with Dante, whose Commedia was the first work of vernacular fiction 

to be lectured on in public: the first such fiction to be formally commented on like Virgil and 

Ovid. Precisely for this reason however, because the Commedia was received as an “instant 

classic,” though it opened up the possibility of a supreme fiction to come, Dante’s fiction, as I 

will argue, remains liminal in this respect; Dante’s literal claim is that the Commedia records an 

actual visionary or mystical experience, as much criticism since Bruno Nardi has emphasized, 

particularly the groundbreaking work of Teodolinda Barolini.
14

 For these reasons, Dante’s poem, 

though continually read as a fiction by his commentators, and though it supplied the very model 

for Chaucer’s fiction in The Canterbury Tales, cannot yet in itself be called a fiction in the 

modern sense; fiction had to be invented twice. 

 I have summarized here the larger historical argument that I am making because it is not 

developed in this linear fashion in the following chapters. I begin, in my first chapter, by 

examining Chaucer’s obscure allusion to Dante at the center of The Canterbury Tales: an 

allusion that refers to an almost equally obscure passage at the center of the Commedia. This 

reference is interesting for two reasons. I suggest, first of all, that Chaucer’s allusion to Dante 

sheds new light on the passage at hand, known as the Dream of the Siren, which I suggest is 

more properly central to our understanding Dante than has hitherto been appreciated. More 

                                                
13 “My deere maistir, God his soule qwyte, / And fadir, Chaucer, fayn wolde han me taght, / But I was dul and 

lerned lyte or naght” (Regiment of Princes, 2077-79). 
14 Nardi forcefully argued, in a 1941 essay “Dante profeta,” that Dante did not treat the Commedia as a “literary 

artifice” (“Non artificio letterario”), or poetic allegory, but rather as a “true prophetic vision” (“ma vera visione 

profetica” (296), i.e. that the poet truly believed he had actually visited the afterlife realms. Barolini begins the first 

chapter of her Undivine Comedy by reexamining Nardi’s claim, which she considers alongside Singleton’s debates 

about the nature of Dantean allegory, finding much to admire in both these scholars’ work. Barolini goes on to 
argue, following Augustine’s meditations on language in the Confessions, that in speaking of his “nonfalse errors” 

(“non falsi errori,” Purg. 15.117), Dante shows he was deeply concerned with the inherent falsifications and 

distortions imposed by human language, but nonetheless saw his poem as essentially true: “In sum, I suggest we 

accept Dante’s insistence that he is telling the truth and move on to the consequences, which we can only do by 

accepting that he intends to represent his fiction as credible, believable, true” (13). 



  

14 

 

particularly, this passage connects Dante to the Platonic, or more specifically Boethian tradition, 

in which philosophy and philosophical exegesis oppose fable – which this tradition represents, 

and subordinates to philosophy, in terms that are distinctly gendered and indeed phallocentric. 

This subordination, I suggest, is just what Dante overturned in the Commedia, and his treatment 

of the Dream of the Siren has implications for our understanding of his work more generally. 

Whereas Dante seems potentially still to advocate the Neoplatonic position however, as voiced in 

this episode by Virgil, Chaucer’s modeling himself on Dante demonstrates his awareness that 

there was no coming back from the steps taken by Dante (a formula that, as we will see, has a 

particular meaning in this context). 

 In my next two chapters I seek to tell the prehistory, as it were, to the development which 

I observe in my first chapter. This prehistory, I argue, consists of an engagement with the 

particular genre of French allegorical dream-writing, as it is often called, which over the course 

of the thirteenth century had come first to emerge and then dominate European fiction, 

particularly through the influence of the Roman de la Rose. Following the work of recent 

scholars of this poem, I suggest that the Rose seeks to confound the Platonic subordination of 

fable to philosophy by employing its constitutive device of dream-interpretation. Dream-writing 

accounts for the emergence of the autodiegetic or “self-narrating” position – a position that is 

essentially without precedent in European poetry, and remarkably uncommon in early fiction 

period – as well as this tradition’s broad interest in self-reflection, more specifically because 

dream-poetry attempts to demonstrate (what is ultimately a structural impossibility) its own 

underlying truth and thereby justify its status as philosophy rather than fable. 

 Both Dante and Chaucer, I suggest, independently emerged from and reacted against 

dream-writing in their earliest original narratives the Vita Nuova and The Book of the Duchess – 
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independently because, although Dante of course lived earlier than Chaucer, we have no real 

reason to think that Chaucer read Dante before writing The Book of the Duchess, nor is he known 

to have read the Vita Nuova at any time. Despite this, there are many unremarked commonalities 

between these works, which remain, however, extremely different in regard to form and tone. 

Dante’s narrative is a prose book, or rather “booklet” (“libello”), written to incorporate and unify 

a selection of pre-existing lyric poems. Chaucer’s poem, in contrast, a tragicomic dream-poem in 

the meter of the Rose, is often characterized as a consolation addressed to John of Gaunt. But I 

argue that each of these works can be read as responding more-or-less from within to the 

tradition of allegorical dream-writing, and in remarkably similar ways. Both narratives focus on 

the incompletability of the Rose’s promise to transform fable into philosophy: on their failed 

derivation of “consolation” from “complaint,” to evoke the Platonic tradition of Boethius and 

Alain de Lille. In this way however Dante and Chaucer seem inadvertently to have opened up the 

possibility of their future supreme fictions, since the failure of dream-writing amounts ultimately 

to a recognition of the limits of philosophy itself. In the Commedia and The Canterbury Tales, 

Dante and Chaucer align themselves with a new idea of fiction that precedes philosophy and is 

not deficient in relation to it. In the Vita Nuova, and in particular its final chapters, Dante went 

farther than Chaucer in this regard. Therefore although Dante’s is the earlier work, I withhold my 

analysis of it until my third chapter, using my second chapter to address Chaucer’s poem and the 

tradition of the Roman de la Rose, to which it remains comparatively close from a formal 

perspective. 

 I begin my fourth and final chapter by giving a theoretical overview of the different 

positions I have retraced so far. Then, in the remainder of the chapter, I discuss what I am calling 

the “Dantean” dream-poems of Chaucer – The Parliament of Fowls, The House of Fame, and 
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The Legend of Good Women – which are the earliest works of English literature in which Dante’s 

influence is distinctly felt. I read these poems as so many attempts at responding to the legacy of 

Dante’s fiction without yet quite abandoning the more familiar terrain of allegorical dream-

poetry. I also consider in this chapter the key episode of the Commedia in which in which Dante 

at last arrives to Beatrice in Purgatorio 30 and recognizes her “under a veil.” This figure, well-

known to Chaucer, is more typically aligned during the Middle Ages with the Platonic trope of 

“the veil of nature” and the imperative to allegorical interpretation.
15

 But I suggest that 

Chaucer’s references to Dante help us to see that exactly the contrary is here the case. Beatrice’s 

symbolic or allegorical associations, contrary to Dante’s initial practice in the Vita Nuova, accrue 

on top of and after the literal meaning of the figure, in which Beatrice is represented as a mortal 

woman who lived and died. Thus – in a passage Chaucer parodies – Beatrice is able to name 

Dante, and vice versa, because the two are supposed to have actually known each other in 

waking life. Dante’s inversion of the standard Platonic injunction, ultimately imitated and 

instituted by Chaucer in The Canterbury Tales, corresponds to the invention of a supreme fiction 

that triumphantly evades the reduction to philosophical abstraction.  

                                                
15 For a wide-ranging genealogy of the motif of the veil of nature, from the Pre-Socratics through to Heidegger, see 

Hadot’s book The Veil of Isis: An Essay on the History of the Idea of Nature. In brief: “The great secret of nature is 

thus Nature herself, that is, the invisible reason or force, of which the visible world is only the external 

manifestation. It is this invisible nature that ‘loves to hide’ [a reference to Heraclitus], or conceal itself from human 
view. Nature thus has a twofold aspect: it shows itself to our senses in the rich variety of the spectacle presented to 

us by the living world and the universe, and, at the same time, it conceals itself behind appearances in its most 

essential, profound, and effective part. […] This metaphor of the ‘secrets of nature,’ appearing in the Hellenistic 

period [with the Stoic philosophers], was to dominate research on nature, physics, and the natural world for nearly 

two millennia” (34). 



  

17 

 

Chapter 1: Sirens on the Road to Canterbury 

1.1 “What man artow?”: Dante and the Prologue to Sir Thopas 

In the middle of The Canterbury Tales there is a passage that holds a key for our 

understanding not only Chaucer’s relationship to Dante but both poets’ special place within the 

history of fiction. The passage is known as the “Prologue to Sir Thopas,” and it begins with 

Harry Bailey, the pilgrims’ host at the Tabard Inn, taking note of Chaucer for the first time: 

Whan seyd was al this miracle, every man 

As sobre was that wonder was to se, 

Til that oure Hooste japen tho bigan, 

And thanne at erst he looked upon me, 

And seyde thus: “What man artow?” quod he; 

Thou lookest as thou woldest fynde an hare, 

For evere upon the ground I se thee stare.” (VII.691-97) 

As Kellogg first commented, Harry Bailey’s “erst” words to Chaucer recall a particular passage 

of Dante. In Purgatorio 19, Virgil turns to Dante and asks, “Che hai che pur inver’ la terra 

guati?” (“What’s wrong with you [literally: “What do you have”] that you are staring at the 

ground?” 19.52).
16

 This comment is responding to Dante’s curious posture: following a few steps 

behind Virgil, Dante has been, “bearing [his] brow like one / whose thoughts have weighed him 

down,  who bends as if / he were the semiarch that forms a bridge” (trans. Mandelbaum).
17

 Both 

Chaucer’s guide and Dante’s, in other words, ask in a remarkably similar way about their 

                                                
16 This passage reflects in turn Virgil’s earlier question to Dante in Purgatorio 15: “Che hai che non ti puoi tenere, / 
ma se’ venuto più che mezza lega / velando li occhi e con le gambe avvolte, / a guisa di cui vino o sonno piega?" 

(15.120-23); here Dante’s posture is compared to that of someone overtaken by “wine or sleep.” 
17 “Seguendo lui, portava la mia fronte / come colui che l’ha di pensier carca, / che fa di sé un mezzo arco di ponte” 

(Purg. 19.40-42). I’ve chosen to cite Mandelbaum in some place and Longfellow in others so as to retain the more 

literal sense of the original Italian so far as possible. 
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respective poets’ hunched-over stance. In Dante’s case we are subsequently told that this gesture 

reflects his uncertainty in responding to the Dream of the Siren, which is one of three dreams 

experienced by Dante in Purgatory. In Chaucer, the question follows immediately after The 

Prioress’s Tale, whose stanzaic form it retains; although Chaucer’s gesture does not specifically 

refer to dream-interpretation, it may nonetheless gesture to Chaucer’s uncertainty in responding 

to the story he has just heard. In any case, it references Dante at a key moment of The 

Canterbury Tales, as this is the place where Chaucer himself enters into the Tales, not only as a 

witness but as a participant. Immediately after the exchange with Harry Bailey, Chaucer will tell 

his own two tales, Sir Thopas and the Melibee. 

 The first point to be made about Chaucer’s recollection of Purgatorio 19 is that it 

underscores the formal similarity of the Commedia and The Canterbury Tales. As Kellogg went 

on to note in his brief article, Chaucer’s recollection of Dante highlights the “remarkably similar 

use [by Dante and Chaucer] of what might be called the dual first-person singular” (119). 

Kellogg is referring to the “splitting” of the first-person subject into poet (the “I” who is telling) 

and pilgrim (the “I” being told): a device that has been much noted by critics in both cases. It is 

because of this device that the poet can enter into his narrative as a character with particular 

qualities and attributes. Indeed, Harry Bailey’s question to Chaucer introduces what is by far the 

longest description of Chaucer as pilgrim within The Canterbury Tales: 

“Approche neer, and looke up murily. 

Now war yow, sires, and lat this man have place! 

He in the waast is shape as wel as I; 

This were a popet in an arm t’ enbrace 

For any womman, small and fair of face. 
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He semeth elvyssh by his contenaunce, 

For unto no wight dooth he daliaunce. 

Sey now somwhat, syn oother folk han sayd; 

Telle us a tale of myrthe, and that anon.” 

“Hooste,” quod I, “ne beth nat yvele apayd, 

For oother tale certes kan I noon, 

But of a rym I lerned longe agoon.” 

“Ye, that is good,” quod he; “now shul we heere 

Som deyntee thyng, me thynketh by his cheere.” (VII.698-711) 

Elsewhere in the Tales, “Chaucer-pilgrim” is present as a witness of the events that he purports 

later to be recording. It is only here, however, and in the sequence of tales that follows, that he is 

addressed directly in this manner: a manner which Chaucer’s echo of the Purgatorio helps us to 

see is distinctly Dantean. Although the underlying device of first-person narration was common 

in medieval literature since the thirteenth century – though not before this time, which is a point 

to which I will return – the Commedia and The Canterbury Tales, among poetic fictions, are 

virtually unique in narrating their speaker’s journey through literal time and space. Other popular 

medieval poems such as the Pèlerinage trilogy of Deguileville may well feature a journey by a 

first-person protagonist/speaker, but this journey is more typically through an allegorical or 

dream-landscape: through a symbolic fantasy rather than the everyday reality that can be 

precisely quantified. The Commedia and The Canterbury Tales, in contrast, emphasize the literal 
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truth of what they are saying.
18

 Indeed this literalism, I am suggesting, marks a new development 

in the history of European fiction. 

 Chaucer’s reference to Dante may appear small but it comes at a truly pivotal place in 

Chaucer’s text. It was not for nothing that I said Chaucer’s allusion to Purgatory 19 is to be 

found “in the middle” of The Canterbury Tales. The Prologue to Sir Thopas introduces what may 

fairly be designated the “Chaucer sequence” of the Tales: the sequence during which, as I have 

said, the poet Chaucer is himself addressed directly in the second-person and asked to participate 

in the storytelling contest. After being called out for attention by the Host, Chaucer goes on to 

tell two tales and thus, albeit for ironic reasons, as we will see, uniquely fulfills the storytelling 

obligation set out for all the pilgrims in the General Prologue. (That is, Chaucer fulfills the 

obligation of the outward journey: the return journey from Canterbury, though promised in the 

Prologue, was left unwritten by Chaucer.)
19

 The terms of the contest, as pronounced by Harry 

Bailey, are worth recalling here for several reasons: 

This is the poynt, to speken short and pleyn, 

That ech of yow, to shorte with oure weye, 

                                                
18 The much-noted “realism” of Dante and Chaucer – as discussed in, for example, the influential studies of 

Auerbach and Bloomfield, respectively – remains perhaps most suggestive in relation to this literalist tendency: the 
very concept of realism being, in other respects, notoriously unstable. 
19

 The absence of the return journey was noted and exploited by John Lydgate in his poem The Siege of Thebes, 

which purports to be the first story told on the way back to London. After extravagantly praising Chaucer as the 

“floure” (40) of British poets, in a passage replete with Chaucerian reminiscences, Lydgate recounts how he 

purportedly encountered the Host while in Canterbury, who accosts him: 

“‘…Besechinge you that ye wil me telle 

First youre name and of what contré 

Withoute mor shortely that ye be, 

That loke so pale al devoyde of blood, 

Upon youre hede a wonder thredbar hood, 

Wel araied for to ride late.’ 

I answerde my name was Lydgate, 
‘Monk of Bery, nygh fyfty yere of age, 

Come to this toune to do my pilgrimage, 

As I have hight. I ha therof no shame’” (86-95). 

The Host then invites him to dinner and to ride with the pilgrims the following morning, setting out on which he is 

asked to tell the story that comprises the remainder of the poem (nearly 5000 lines).  
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In this viage shal telle tales tweye 

To Caunterbury-ward, I mene it so, 

And homward he shal tellen othere two, 

Of aventures that whilom han bifalle. 

And which of yow that bereth hym best of alle – 

That is to seyn, that telleth in this caas 

Tales of best sentence and moost solaas – 

Shal have a soper at oure aller cost 

Heere in this place, sittynge by this post, 

Whan that we come agayn fro Caunterbury. 

And for to make yow the moore mury, 

I wol myselven goodly with yow ryde, 

Right at myn owene cost, and be youre gyde; 

And whoso wole my juggement withseye 

Shal paye al that we spenden by the weye. (I.790-806) 

The storytelling is told “to shorte with oure weye”: to speed along the pilgrims’ outward 

movement. And the Host will reward the pilgrim who, specifically, tells “of the best sentence 

and moost solaas.” He thus enumerates meaning and pleasure as the two criteria for his 

“juggement.” By later juxtaposing Harry Bailey and Virgil, Chaucer’s recollection of Purgatorio 

19 helps us to see that the Host’s programmatic speech in the General Prologue echoes a 

homologous speech by Virgil in Inferno 1: 

 Ond’ io per lo tuo me’ penso e discerno 

 che tu mi segui, e io sarò tua guida, 
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 e trarrotti di qui per loco etterno, 

 ove udirai le disperate strida, 

 vedrai li antichi spiriti dolenti, 

 ch’a la seconda morte ciascun grida; 

 e vederai color che son contenti 

 nel foco, perché speran di venire 

 quando che sia a le beate genti. 

 A le quai poi se tu vorrai salire, 

 anima fia a ciò più di me degna: 

 con lei ti lascerò nel mio partire; 

 ché quello imperador che là sù regna, 

 perch’ i’ fu’ ribellante a la sua legge, 

 non vuol che ’n sua città per me si vegna. (Inf. 1.112-26)
20

 

Both Virgil and the Host sketch out in their speeches the whole trajectory of the long poem that 

follows. And there are additional similarities between Dante’s poem, as it is accurately described 

here, and Chaucer’s, as it is less accurately projected. Both poems describe long religiously-

motivated journeys to distant places as narrated by a first-person observer and participant. I note 

                                                
20“Therefore, I think and judge it best for you 

to follow me, and I shall guide you [I'll be your guide], taking 

you from this place through an eternal place, 

where you shall hear the howls of desperation 

and see the ancient spirits in their pain, 

as each of them laments his second death; 

and you shall see those souls who are content 

within the fire, for they hope to reach— 

whenever that may be-the blessed people. 

If you would then ascend as high as these, 
a soul more worthy than I am will guide you; 

I’ll leave you in her care when I depart, 

because that Emperor who reigns above, 

since I have been rebellious to His law, 

will not allow me entry to His city.” (Trans. Mandelbaum) 
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moreover that, in Chaucer’s case, there are exactly 25 pilgrims who will speak on the journey to 

Canterbury. If each of these were to tell a total of four stories, as Harry Bailey seems to say that 

they will, then this would amount to a sum of 100 tales, exactly one for every canto of the 

Commedia.
21

 Chaucer’s dream-poem The Parliament of Fowls, one of his earliest works to 

allude to Dante directly, may plausibly consist of 100 rhyme-royal stanzas for this same reason. 

But of course, anyone who has read The Canterbury Tales will quickly point out that, unlike 

Boccaccio’s Decameron, this neat pattern of 100 units is neither an accurate description of 

Chaucer’s poem as we have it, nor characteristic of his decidedly less symmetrical poetic 

practice.
22

 Unlike the carefully organized schemata of the Commedia and the Decameron, 

Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, consisting of only 24 tales and their prologue, cannot be arranged 

into a neat narrative pattern; even the intended sequence of the tales remains a subject of much 

debate in modern scholarship, and has generally been conceded to be unknowable. 

 Chaucer’s seems at once to recall the model of Dante therefore and to distance his own 

poem from it. Despite the fact that both Virgil and the Host offer to “guide” their respective poet 

on his journey, in other respects the tone and function of the two passages are strikingly 

                                                
21 In the General Prologue, Chaucer describes himself as being joined by a company of 29 pilgrims (I.24), but in fact 
there are 25 individuals who speak during the journey to Canterbury. Listed in order of their initial description they 

are, the Knight (I.43), the Squire (II.79), the Yeoman (III.101 – but in fact this is a different Yeoman from the 

“Canon’s Yeoman” who appears with the Canon, much later, and tells a tale), the Prioress (IV.118), the Nun 

(V.163), the Nun’s Priest (VI.164) [listed initially among “hir chapeleyne, and preestes thre”], the Monk (VII.165), 

the Friar (VIII.208), the Merchant (IX.270), the Clerk (X.285), the Man of Law (XI.309), the Franklin (XII.331) 

(followed in the General Prologue by various tradesmen who do not speak: a Haberdasher, Carpenter, Weaver, 

Dyer, and Tapestry-Maker; 361-62), the Cook (XIII. 379), the Shipman (XIV.388), the Physician (XV.411), the 

Wife of Bath (XVI.445), the Parson (XVII.478 – accompanied by a Plowman (529) who does not speak, which is 

possibly a reference to the poem Piers Plowman), the Reeve (XVIII.542; 587), the Miller (XIX.542; 545); the 

Summoner (XX.543; 623), the Pardoner (XXI.543, 669), the Manciple (XXII.544; 567), Chaucer (“myself,” 

included explicitly at XXIII.545), the Host (XIV.751); and finally the Canon (XXV.Fragment VIII,573), who, 

followed by “his” Yeoman (counted above), unexpectedly appears late in the journey.  
22 The majority of Chaucer’s unadapted narrative poems were left seemingly unfinished: among them The House of 

Fame, Anelida and Arcite, The Legend of Good Women, and The Canterbury Tales itself. Even completed works 

such as The Book of the Duchess and The Parliament of Fowls end somewhat abruptly: the Duchess, as I’ll discuss 

in my second chapter, ends without the dreamer having been able successfully to fathom the knight’s suffering; the 

Parliament, with the final decision between spousal candidates being postponed for another year. 
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different. Dante’s sublime movement through the three afterlife realms of Hell, Purgatory and 

Paradise is echoed by the banal and wholly worldly promise of a free meal (the pilgrims almost 

literally “sing for their supper”). Nor, as I have said, is the neat schema of 100 parts, suggested 

by Chaucer through the mouth of Harry Bailey, by any means an accurate representation of the 

poem that follows. Already in the General Prologue’s catalogue of pilgrims, at least nine are 

mentioned who never subsequently enter into the narrative in any way, while on the other hand 

two speaking characters, the Canon and the Canon’s Yeoman, will appear only much later on the 

journey to Canterbury, wholly unannounced.
23

 

 Chaucer himself comes closest, as I have said, to fulfilling the Dantean project of Harry 

Bailey’s speech, but the reason why he does this is both comic and obscene. Chaucer is the only 

pilgrim to tell two tales on the outward journey, these being the “rym” of Sir Thopas and the 

prose tale of the Melibee. This is because, however, Chaucer’s initial offering, Sir Thopas, is 

interrupted and rejected by the Host in a famously self-parodying passage: 

 [Chaucer, at the end of Sir Thopas:] “…Hymself drank water of the well, 

 As dide the knyght sire Percyvell 

 So worly under wede, 

 Til on a day” – 

  “Namoore of this, for Goddes dignitee,” 

 Quod oure Hooste, “for thou makest me 

                                                
23 Chaucer offers a detailed description of a Yeoman in the General Prologue, but this cannot be the same person 

who later arrives with the Canon, and who contributes to the storytelling endeavor: 

“Whan ended was the lyf of Seinte Cecile, 

Er we hadde riden fully fyve mile, 
At Boghtoun under Blee us gan atake 

A man that clothed was in clothes blake, 

And undernethe he hadde a whyt surplys. 

… 

The hors eek that his yeman rood upon…” (VIII.554-58, 562) 
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 So wery of thy verray lewednesse 

 That, also wisly God my soule blesse, 

 Myne eres aken of thy drasty speche. 

 Now swich a rym the devel I biteche! 

 This may wel be rym dogerel,” quod he. 

 “Why so?” quod I, “why wiltow lette me 

 Moore of my tale than another man, 

 Syn that it is the beste rym I kan?” 

 “By God,” quod he, “for pleynly, at a word, 

 Thy drasty rymyng is nat worth a toord!” (VII.915-30) 

According to the Host, Chaucer’s tale is not worth a turd, and he further describes it twice as 

“drasty.” The word drasty comes from the Old English “dræstig,” glossed “feculentus” in the 

Harley Glossary, and therefore relates to the modern English “feces,” as well as to “dross” and 

“dregs.”
24

 It is, in other words, with excrement that Harry Bailey would have us associate 

Chaucer’s “rym”: four times described as such in the passage just cited. 

 The Host’s scatological attack on Chaucer is not without a certain critical interest. The 

device of rhyme is often considered to be formal or empty: as producing a sensuous effect devoid 

of meaning.
25

 Since rhyme “signifies nothing,” according to this logic, it is indeed a sort of 

                                                
24 Dictionary of Old English: “thick with sediment or dregs, feculent, mucky. HlGl F294: feculentus.i. fece plenus 

dræstig.” 
25 See Armstrong and Kay for discussion of the comparative value of poetry and prose as discussed in the later 

Middle Ages: “From the early thirteenth century, when prose is first pioneered as a medium for writing history in 

the vernacular, prose writers denigrate verse in terms like these as artificial, unreliable, and falsifying. Rather than 
subjecting their material to the distortions of meter and rhyme, authors of prose texts protest, they present it in an 

unvarnished form” (1). As Armstrong and Kay go on to argue, however, writers of medieval verse did continue to 

concern themselves with the production of knowledge in diverse and novel ways: “Late medieval poetry is 

committed, then, to preserving and validating knowledge, but these processes reveal their own shortcomings. This 

means, to refer to our introduction, that this poetry is ultimately less concerned with science or connaissance than 
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“dross,” a merely ornamental supplement that can be discarded without consequence. 

Distinguishing between empty rhyme and inner content, Harry Bailey’s demand for an unrhymed 

tale is also a demand for what is literally not a waste of time: 

 “Thou doost noght elles but despendest tyme. 

 Sire, at o word, thou shalt no lenger ryme. 

 Lat se wher thou kanst tellen aught in geeste, 

 Or telle in prose somwhat, at the leeste, 

 In which ther be som murthe or som doctryne.” 

 “Gladly,” quod I, “by Goddes sweete pyne! 

 I wol yow telle a litel thyng in prose 

 That oghte liken yow, as I suppose, 

 Or elles, certes, ye been to daungerous.” (VII.926-39) 

Complying with the Host’s request, Chaucer goes on to tell the long, moralistic tale of the 

Melibee which is the only extended prose passage in The Canterbury Tales, along with the non-

tale preached by the Parson at its conclusion. The Melibee, a philosophical allegory, is generally 

omitted from anthologies or introductory surveys of Middle English because it is considered too 

boring. Chaucer’s two tales may therefore be seen to divide between them the directives to game 

and earnest that the Host previously laid out as the criteria for the storytelling contest: “solaas” 

and “sentence” reformulated in terms of mirth and doctrine. 

 One way of thinking about the relationship between Sir Thopas and the Melibee 

therefore, as Eleanor Johnson has argued, is in terms of the Boethian distinction between poetry 

                                                                                                                                                       
with savoir—less concerned, that is, with mental contents than with mental acts, processes, and expertise (savoir 

faire)” (203). 
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and prose.
 26

 In Boethius’s philosophical allegory The Consolation of Philosophy, prose passages 

alternate with verse as the first-person speaker carries out a debate with a personified 

representation of Philosophy. I will return to this Boethian suggestion shortly. For now my 

intention is simply to illustrate how the Chaucer sequence of The Canterbury Tales, beginning 

with Chaucer’s allusion to Purgatorio 19, comprises a nexus of the storytelling contest as a 

whole. It gestures not only to Chaucer as author of the Tales, but dramatizes the aesthetic 

oppositions according to which the tales are supposed to be judged by Harry Bailey: pleasure and 

instruction, poetry and prose, wastefulness and “thrift.”
27

 

 The “Chaucer sequence” is also central to the pilgrimage in a much more literal sense. 

The Canterbury Tales is believed to have been unfinished at the time of Chaucer’s death, and the 

intended ordering of its ten fragments, along with their would-be timeline, cannot ultimately be 

determined with final certainty. That said, Chaucer’s work contains various references to 

particular geographic points upon the Canterbury route. When these references are plotted on 

Google Maps, the plausibility of Chaucer’s itinerary is very evident: 

                                                
26 See Johnson’s chapter “Prosimetrum and the Canterbury Philosophy of Literature” for discussion: “Like 

Boethius’s prosimetrum, the Tales not only practices both prose and meter but also explicitly theorizes the 

difference between them as opposed methods of producing learning in an audience. Through this practice and theory 

of prosimetrum, Chaucer aligns his vernacular fictive work with Boethian protreptic, though to an end that might 

have been unrecognizable to Boethius himself” (122); “Rather than reading Sir Thopas and Melibee as Chaucer’s 
pointed performance of these two genres, however, I read them as two sides of a single literary topos: prosimetrum 

as a formal vehicle for meditations on the possibility of ethically transformative writing” (126). Johnson goes on to 

argue that Chaucer’s poetry and prose cannot be so easily divorced from one another, however. 
27 The Man of Law’s tale is positively received by the Host as “thrifty” (1165). This is despite the Man of Law’s 

complaint, before he begins his tale, that Chaucer has already used up all the “thrifty” tales in English – that is, 

despite his “vulgar” knowledge of rhyme and meters: 

I kan right now no thrifty tale seyn 

That Chaucer, thogh he kan but lewedly 

On metres and on rymyng craftily, 

Hath seyd hem in swich Englissh as he kan 

Of olde tyme, as knoweth many a man; (II.45-50) 

As this is the only place in The Canterbury Tales where Chaucer is explicitly mentioned by name, so it makes sense 
that we should consider it in relation to Chaucer’s own sequence of tales, the first of which is rejected precisely for 

being – the opposite of “thrifty” – wasteful. For historical context about the “poetics of waste” more broadly in 

Chaucer’s time, see Eleanor Johnson’s essay on this topic in PMLA: “Three historical circumstances help to 

contextualize the intensive poetic focus on waste in the fourteenth century: real-estate contractions, population 

decline, and wartime taxation” (461). 
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I have circled in this figure a point which (though apparently labeled “Gillingham”) corresponds 

to the city of Rochester, located just after the midway point of the pilgrims’ journey: it is 26 

miles from Southwark, 28 miles to Canterbury. In Fragment 7 of The Canterbury Tales, the city 

of Rochester is said by Harry Bailey to be nearby, just as he turns to address the Monk 

(VII.1926). This happens at the conclusion of the Melibee, the second tale Chaucer tells, which 

means that what I have described as the Chaucer sequence of The Canterbury Tales has occurred 

during exactly the midpoint of the journey to Canterbury from the Tabard Inn. It is literally its 

center. 

 Here too a certain analogy with the corresponding passage of Dante can be drawn. The 

Canterbury Tales and the Commedia are unusually precise among medieval fictions in 

referencing particular times and places as they are experienced by their speaker. Dante’s 

pilgrimage, like Chaucer’s, though passing through fantastic-seeming afterlife realms, presents 

these spaces no less than those mentioned in The Canterbury Tales as very real. Orthodox 

Christianity required of course that one should on some level believe in the places through which 
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Dante passes (which is not to say by any means that Dante’s poem is wholly orthodox).
28

 But 

scholars of Dante have further catalogued the ways in which, despite his Pauline profession of 

ignorance on this point, the Italian poet took pains to establish that his journey was happening to 

him in the flesh.
29

 Dante’s poem describes an actual journey through time and space, and Dante 

is in fact far more consistent than Chaucer in providing astronomical information that allows his 

readers to date his passage through the afterlife with some precision. This is especially true in the 

Purgatorio, the canticle cited by Chaucer in the Prologue to Sir Thopas, where Dante purports to 

be climbing a mountain on the earth’s surface: indeed he places it in the vicinity of what we 

know as the Americas. As Dante climbs this mountain, he observes the movement of the sun and 

the stars above him, dividing his progress into intervals of night and day. 

 At night, progress up the mountain is impossible, and each of the three nights Dante 

passes in Purgatory concludes with a dream. It is one of these dreams that Chaucer particularly 

alludes to in the Prologue to Sir Thopas. The Dream of the Siren, to which Dante responds with 

the hunched-over posture commented by Virgil – and imitated by Chaucer – takes place before 

dawn on Purgatory’s fourth terrace as Dante and Virgil approach the passage to Upper 

Purgatory, which comprises the remaining three terraces before the mountain’s summit. The 

mountain of Purgatory, more specifically, is divided into seven sections, each of which 

corresponds to one of the seven deadly sins. At the top of these is the Earthly Paradise where 

Dante will be reunited with Beatrice in Purgatorio 30. This means that the Dream of the Siren 

                                                
28 See the Conclusion to Ardizzone and Barolini, where Barolini discusses the inherent difficulty of identifying 

radical thought in Dante: “Ironically, therefore, great cultural success results in radical thought that becomes 

invisible, either because it has been accepted and absorbed or because uncomfortable ideology in culturally 

sanctioned canonical texts tends to be reconfigured or ignored. The reception of the Commedia resulted in both 

kinds of invisbility...” (261).  
29 Paul: “I know a man in Christ above fourteen years ago (whether in the body, I know not, or out of the body, I 

know not; God knoweth), such a one caught up [Latin: raptus] to the third heaven” (2 Corinthians 12:2, Douay-

Rheims translation). Dante protests that he is not St. Paul in Inferno 2; but in Purgatorio 9 he dreams that he is 

“rapt” (“ratto” – the Italian equivalent of the Latin raptus) up by an eagle. That Dante intends for his journey to be 

compared to that of Paul is evident. Discussion of Dante’s literalism will follow below in my fourth chapter. 
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comes at something very like the geographical center of the pilgrimage: the midpoint of the 

middle realm. If we were to set the two trajectories of Dante and Chaucer side-by-side, there 

would therefore be a certain correspondence between the Chaucer sequence of The Canterbury 

Tales and the passage of the Commedia which this sequence begins by citing. This 

correspondence is still more remarkable when we consider, again, how unusual it is for a first-

person medieval poem to map out its precise geography in this way.
30

 Chaucer, at the center of 

his poem, in what has been described as his final self-portrait, links his self-representation to that 

of Dante at a structurally analogous moment of the Commedia. Chaucer’s allusion to Dante is 

therefore not simply self-referential but metacritical, as it gestures subtly but significantly to an 

important passage in the Commedia. 

 I have already said that, at the time of Dante and Chaucer, first-person narration was not 

uncommon in European poetry. Dream-writing, which played a dominant role in European 

fiction throughout the later Middle Ages, depends on the device of the self-narrating protagonist: 

the “autodiegetic” speaker, as Genette calls it.
31

 The structural necessity of this is evident, for 

who could tell the events of a dream if not the dreamer?
32

 But Dante’s Commedia and Chaucer’s 

                                                
30 This is a difference between the poems of Dante and Chaucer and another that resembles them in several respects, 
and alludes to real geographical locations: Piers Plowman by William Langland, which, however, remains in part a 

dream-poem, employing a number of “allegorical” personages (among whom the protagonist-speaker “Will” may 

well be counted), even as it continually confounds its readers’ expectations in a complex way. 
31 “Autodiégétique” or self-narrating (Genette, Figures III). In discussing the rise of autodiegesis in late medieval 

fiction, Spearing prefers, in his recent writings, to make use of the term “autography,” which is defined in distinction 

to “autobiography” (which purports to be historically true). His concern is to show that, contrary to what we might 

expect, autobiography generally comes after autography. The rise of autography is also very specifically the rise of 

dream-fable beginning with the Roman de la Rose. For further discussion, see in particular Spearing’s Medieval 

Autography: The “I” of the Text. Zink’s “literary subjectivity” is certainly a related concept, as is Cerquiglini’s 

definition of the dit. Spearing draws on these two scholars’ work, though he has continued to concern himself 

primarily with Middle English autodiegetic texts: “autographies” that, as indeed he discusses, are curiously “late” in 

this respect. Thus the earliest Middle English autography is identified by Spearing as Wynnere and Wastoure from 
the 1350s, followed by – within not much more than a decade – Chaucer’s earliest original poem The Book of the 

Duchess. The earliest French autographies by contrast are more than a century older ; and they were already imitated 

in thirteenth-century Italian, for example in Brunetto Latini’s Tesoretto. 
32 As Spearing puts it: “dream poems are inevitably written in the first person, because only the dreamer can give an 

authentic account of a dream” (19). Spearing goes on however to state his reluctance to take up the – in fact, central 
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Canterbury Tales, although they demonstrate an interest in dream, and although several dreams 

are recounted in them, should not be confused with dream-writing. These poems describe “real” 

– literal, quantifiable, if not historical – journeys taking place as it were in the light of day. That 

said, the basic narrative mode these poems employ arose for the first time within dream-writing. 

As recent scholarship has demonstrated, it was dream-writing that introduced autodiegesis into 

modern European narrative; it is literally with the dream-writing of the Rose that the continuous 

history of autodiegesis begins. First-person narration in fact is surprisingly rare even in ancient 

history; and there are but a few instances of autodiegetic Greek and Latin fiction that survive, 

none of these in verse.
33

 Both Dante and Chaucer wrote dream-poems before they embarked on 

the fictions of the Commedia and The Canterbury Tales. It is from dream-writing that their 

narrative form derives. 

 For this reason, it is not surprising that Chaucer’s recollection of Dante in the Prologue to 

Sir Thopas should refer to a dream: the Dream of the Siren, which as I said is recounted at the 

beginning of Purgatorio 19. In his landmark study La subjectivité littéraire autour du siècle de 

saint Louis, Michel Zink considered the rise of what he describes as “literary subjectivity” over 

                                                                                                                                                       
– topic of dream-writing’s relationship to autography, perhaps because he already wrote a book on the topic of 

medieval dream literature earlier in his career. 
33 Several of Lucian’s satires, such as the True Story, as well as the Metamorphoses of Apuleius and Petronius’s 

Satyricon, are, properly speaking, autodiegetic fictions, though it is not clear that they would have been recognized 

and understood by their readers as such. Augustine complained, for example, in the City of God that Apuleius was a 

liar: “sicut Apuleius in libris, quos asini aurei titulo inscripsit, sibi ipsi accidisse, ut accepto ueneno humano animo 

permanente asinus fieret, aut indicauit aut finxit. Haec vel falsa sunt vel tam inusitata, ut merito non credantur” (18, 

18). Surely, for a modern reader familiar with fiction as an institution, such a complaint is beside the point. In any 

case, these autodiegetic “Roman novels,” all of them primarily prose, are unlikely to have had a direct influence on 

Dante or Chaucer. The same cannot be said, of course, for Augustine’s own Confessions or the Consolation of 

Philosophy by Boethius. But these works, exceptional in any case, are neither fiction exactly nor, on the whole, 

poetry. I will discuss Boethius further in what follows. In historical narrative, it is in fact common for ancient writers 

to adopt the third-person: the Anabasis of Xenophon and the Commentaries of Caesar being paradigmatic examples. 

This device may have relevance for how one reads the use of the third-person “beloved disciple” in the Gospel of 
John; but not the Apocalypse of John, where there is a properly first-person autodiegetic speaker, who is however 

more acting-upon than acting. There are also of course a number of philosophical dialogues, most obviously by 

Plato and Cicero, in which the author is a featured speaker. In any case, autodiegesis simply does not seem to be a 

feature of European narrative poetry before the Rose; it is wholly contrary to the spirit of Greek and Latin epic, as 

well as the chansons de geste (etc.). 
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the course of the thirteenth century.
34

 Although this is not a point he particularly emphasizes, 

Zink’s study revealed the close relationship between “literary subjectivity” and dream-poetry.
35

 

This is to say, Zink’s object is French literature at the time of the Roman de la Rose, the 

medieval dream-poem par excellence, which essentially invented the genre of dream-writing, 

and certainly was responsible for popularizing it across Europe. As Zink demonstrates, there are 

no real instances of literary subjectivity in narrative poetry in a European vernacular prior to the 

Rose.
36

 But it important to note here that Zink’s literary subjectivity has little to do with 

psychology or self-expression. He is speaking rather – indeed, under the influence of Genette and 

other formalist critics – of the rise of medieval autodiegesis, the self-narrating protagonist: a 

narratological or even a grammatical device that can, at least within European languages, be 

delimited with a fair degree of scientific objectivity. The question is not, when did people first 

became concerned with their own subjectivity, but rather, when did vernacular poets first begin 

to employ autodiegesis as narrative device? Thus formulated, the answer to this question is 

surprisingly clear. Literary subjectivity emerged in vernacular European literature with the 

                                                
34

 It is important to note here that Zink is concerned primarily with narrative works; “literary subjectivity,” defined 

as the elaboration of the first-person subject position, is found much earlier in lyric poetry, and may indeed be 

constitutive of lyric as such. One thinks, for example, of the poems of Archilochus and Sappho. Sarah Kay (1990) 

has analyzed the particular debt of literary subjectivity in the Rose to that of the Troubadour tradition (171-83). As 

she suggests, “This development in narrative poetry [that is, literary subjectivity as introduced by dream-poetry] is, 

however, preceded (and caused?) by a similar one in the lyric which is less well documented” (52). 
35 Mention should again be made of the stimulating work of Zink’s exact contemporary, Jacqueline Cerquiglini, on 

dream-writing and the closely related tradition of the dit. Sarah Kay (1995) summarizes the difference between Zink 

and Cerquiglini as follows: “whereas Zink sees the first-person teller of the dit as a kind of stand-up comic, 

Cerquiglini sees him as a professional writer” (34). See also discussion in Ribémont. 
36 This is not to say that the promulgation of dream-writing by the Rose was by any means simple or straightforward. 
The Rose is itself the work of two poets, Guillaume de Lorris and Jean de Meun, who were separated from each 

other by several decades. Nor did the Rose emerge out of nowhere. The Roseate dream-poem can be thought of as 

synthesizing a number of disparate literary traditions, among them Occitan lyric, Latin philosophical allegory (as 

revived in the twelfth century), French chivalric romance (for example that of Chrétien de Troyes), and classical 

epic (the Metamorphoses of Ovid being a major influence in particular). 
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Roman de la Rose, the first of the great vernacular dream-poems, and for centuries one of the 

most influential European artworks.
37

 

 Autodiegesis remained closely associated with dream-writing, and the related tradition of 

the dit, for centuries to come; indeed, until the very end of the Middle Ages.
38

 Thus autodiegesis 

came to Dante and Chaucer from the Rose, whose tradition was enormously popular in their 

time. But vernacular dream-writing itself emerged from twelfth-century Latin allegory: that is, 

from writers such as Bernardus Silvestris and Alain de Lille, who thematized the question of 

what may and what may not counted as truth within writing.
39

 The use of allegorical figures was 

one means these writers employed to explore topics that more conventional philosophy could not 

address. As Silverstein concludes his essay on Bernardus Silvestris, “By these means [through 

the use of figures, Bernard] was able to show how God’s power, wisdom, and goodness work in 

the world, as Abelard and Guillaume had tried to do, but without involving himself in their 

dilemma […W]hat philosophy could not do, poetry might” (116). The device of the dream-

                                                
37 Roughly 300 manuscripts of the Rose survive, along with numerous adaptations and translations into various 

languages. In comparison, there are some 800 copies of the Commedia – an exceptional number – and 130 of The 

Pricke of Conscience, which is the best-attested poem in Middle English. Manuscript survival is not of course an 

infallible indicator of a medieval poem’s reach, but 300 manuscripts is nonetheless a very great many for a work that 
is resoundingly secular. We must also take into account that, after the Middle Ages, the Rose has generally been 

much less valued than the Commedia, though it was still being treated as a famous and authoritative text well into 

sixteenth century. Both Dante and Chaucer, as I will discuss, are believed to have written lengthy Rose-adaptations 

as their earliest major poetic compositions. 
38 Even non-fiction autobiography – a point that Spearing emphasizes – is in fact quite uncommon in European 

literature before the end of the Middle Ages. It is notable that the earliest autobiographies in English and Spanish are 

generally considered to be by women, Margery Kempe and Leonor López de Córdoba (granting that there are 

certain complications in both cases). See discussion of the relevant essays in Stanton. In French, Christine de Pisan 

has likewise been described as the earliest properly autobiographical poet (see Lechat). Her example relates 

particularly to that of Chaucer since both she and he were avid readers and promoters of Dante. For the relationship 

between female readership and vernacular vitae, see Wogan-Browne (1991). 
39 See in particular the fourth chapter of Minnis and Scott, “Poetic Fiction and Truth” (113-164). On Latin allegory 
in the twelfth century: “The arts of language [according to Alain] are indispensable because human language is the 

only medium by which men can convey to one another something, however inadequately, of what is essentially 

inexpressible. Moreover, figures, fictions, and other poetic devices of the type used in the Anticlaudianus – and, 

indeed, in Holy Scripture itself – are particularly valuable by reason of their very non-referentiality in empirical 

terms. [...] The truest poetry is the most obviously  feigning” (126). 
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vision, introduced into Latin allegory by Alain de Lille, further blurred the distinction between 

what is true and what is fable.
40

 

 Kruger doubtless was right therefore when he suggested that one reason for medieval 

writers’ interest in dream was that it brackets the binary of truth and fiction, opening a space for 

reflection about the nature of poetry outside and beyond these oppositional terms.
41

 A dream-

writing, however fantastical or false-seeming, may nonetheless be claimed in a literal sense to be 

true if it describes an actual experience that was lived by its speaker: the experience, precisely, of 

having had a fantastical dream. But dream may also be allegorically or prophetically true if it 

succeeds in anticipating another meaning to-be-opened-up through time or through the act of 

interpretation or glossing.
42

 Dream-writing’s concern with truth, however, is also simultaneously 

a sort of game, and for this reason it is a source of pleasure to those who are attuned to such 

concerns. Dream can never be wholly true: dream is fiction, just as the opposition of dream to 

waking life is the opposition between truth and falsehood. Indeed, philosophers have always 

treated the ontological distinction between dream and reality as equivalent to the epistemological 

distinction between falsehood and truth.
43

 In a very real sense, dream means fiction; they are the 

first and ultimate figures for one another.  

                                                
40

 See Newman, chapter 2, for an overview of the Neoplatonic allegory of the twelfth century, and Newman’s third 

chapter for the relationship between this tradition and the vernacular dream-allegory of the Rose. “For his dream 

vision De planctu Naturae, Alan adopted the same prosimetrum genre Bernard Silvestris had used. The narrator, a 

typically obtuse dreamer-poet, falls asleep in high dudgeon while brooding on human sexual perversity...” (66). 
41 “Depicting a dream whose status vis-à-vis truth is ambiguous, such a dream vision [Kruger is here discussing 

Chaucer’s Duchess] focuses attention on that aspect of literature most problematic for the Middle Ages – its position 

between truth and falsehood. The middle vision offered writers a chance to explore, in the ambiguities of dream 

experience, anxieties about the ambiguity of literary art” (135). 
42 Even Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams (Traumdeutung) can be thought of as offering an allegorical reading in a 

certain sense. On the very first page of his first chapter, Freud clearly associates his nominal project with the dream-

interpretation (“Traumdeutung”) of Aristotle who, “asserts that the dream is of demoniacal, though not of divine 
nature, which indeed contains deep meaning, if it is to be correctly interpreted” (2); he goes on to discuss Macrobius 

and Artemidorus in a footnote; of course, he considers these ancient attempts at dream-interpretation, in contrast to 

his own, to be “unscientific” (2). 
43 In the Theaetetus, Socrates’ discussion of a dream leads him to the conclusion that knowledge cannot be derived 

through the senses, and Plato’s association between dreams and madness here (157e) is further treated in the 
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 In the Prologue to Sir Thopas, as in the particular moment of Purgatorio 19 to which it 

gestures, the autodiegetic speaker is not dreaming but awake. I repeat: neither the Canterbury 

Tales nor the Commedia is a dream-writing. Emerging as it were from the shadow of the Rose, 

the autodiegesis of these works can from a strictly logical perspective be only true or false. And 

the onus of this determination falls squarely on the shoulders of the author himself, here present 

as the narrative’s living witness. Seen in this way, the events of the Commedia and The 

Canterbury Tales either literally happened or they did not: no third possibility is available. The 

autodiegetic author, furthermore, cannot allocate responsibility for a given writing to an outside 

source – as so many writers of medieval fiction do – displacing individual responsibility for its 

truth in this way.
44

 Here there is no “Lollius” to invoke, no vulgar fable to rehearse. 

 Autodiegetic fiction might be seen to threaten or infect its author, diminishing this 

author’s credibility or seriousness, for the same reason that Plato’s statement “the poets are liars” 

attained proverbial status.
45

 Far from retreating from this possibility, Dante and Chaucer went 

out of their way to identify with their protagonists by name, and through this identification they 

                                                                                                                                                       
Phaedrus; cf. Augustine’s Confessions, Book X: “sed adhuc vivunt in memoria mea, de qua multa locutus sum, 

talium rerum imagines, quas ibi consuetudo mea fixit, et occursantur mihi vigilanti quidem carentes viribus, in 

somnis autem non solum usque ad delectationem sed etiam usque ad consensionem factumque simillimum. et 

tantum valet imaginis inlusio in anima mea in carne mea, ut dormienti falsa visa persuadeant quod vigilanti vera non 
possunt. numquid tunc ego non sum, domine deus meus? et tamen tantum interest inter me ipsum et me ipsum intra 

momentum quo hinc ad soporem transeo vel huc inde retranseo! ubi est tunc ratio qua talibus suggestionibus resistit 

vigilans et, si res ipsae ingerantur, inconcussus manet? numquid clauditur cum oculis? numquid sopitur cum 

sensibus corporis? et unde saepe etiam in somnis resistimus nostrique propositi memores atque in eo castissime 

permanentes nullum talibus inlecebris adhibemus adsensum? et tamen tantum interest ut, cum aliter accidit, 

evigilantes ad conscientiae requiem redeamus ipsaque distantia reperiamus nos non fecisse quod tamen in nobis 

quoquo modo factum esse doleamus” (10.30.41). I will later discuss the Commentary on the Dream of Scipio of 

Macrobius, in which dream and fable (somnium and fabula) are analyzed in parallel terms. 
44 This is the standard authenticating device of medieval fiction, and it can be traced from Chaucer’s enigmatic 

attribution of the story of Troilus and Criseyde to Lollius (sometimes identified with Boccaccio), to the appeal to 

tradition at the beginning of Beowulf (which recounts events that “we have heard”). In the Homeric tradition, it is 

common also to appeal to the authority of an inspiring god – most commonly Apollo or the Muses – and there is the 
potential for crossover here with dream-writing, since dreams can also be said to be “inspired” in this sense. 
45 Expanding on a passage in Chaucer’s House of Fame, Minnis and Scott comment: “Not just ‘one’ but many 

medieval writers attacked Homer for having mingled historical truths with poetical fictions of various kinds, ranging 

from the idealizing of the Greek cause to the introduction of impossible tales about the pagan gods” (114); examples 

follow. Attacks on Homer are paradigmatic, but he is by no means only poet to be criticized in this way. 
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deliberately foreclosed the possibility that they were reporting something that had merely been 

reported to them in turn.
46

 Introducing themselves into their work in this way, Dante and 

Chaucer, contrary to all established narrative convention, assume for themselves a direct 

responsibility over the truth of their utterances in the Commedia and The Canterbury Tales.
47

 

This is the very meaning of their self-presentation. Even in contemporary novels, this sort of 

explicit identification between protagonist and author can be felt to carry a transgressive edge.
48

 

In short, by placing themselves at the center of their writings, Dante and Chaucer challenge their 

readers to confront these works as fiction. And this challenge reverses the dominant tendency of 

ancient and medieval fiction – a tendency to which dream-writing may be thought of as 

responding – which is that of occluding the binary of fact and fiction so far as may be done. 

                                                
46 This is a significant difference between these fictions and that of the Decameron. Boccaccio does employ 

autodiegesis in dream-writings such as the Amorosa visione and the Corbaccio, as well as in the Elegia di Madonna 

Fiammetta: an extraordinary first-person prose novel which is not a dream, though in it Boccaccio speaks, as it were, 

from the position of the woman who is named in its title. None of these works is directly analogous to the position 

assumed by Dante in the Commedia and imitated by Chaucer in The Canterbury Tales. 
47 In lyric poetry, by contrast, this sort play between the “I” of the poem and the poem’s historical is almost 

paradigmatic of the form. Again I refer to the examples of Sappho, Archilochus – with his famous decision to cast 

away his shield – and the Troubadours, for whom acts of self-naming and signature are commonplace. To take one 

example, I cite the sixth stanza from “Baron, de mon dan covit” by Peire Vidal: 

“Mainht bon tornei ai partit 

Pels colps qu’ieu fier tan mortals, 
Qu’en luc non vau qu'om no crit: 

‘So es En Peire vidals, 

Selh qui manten domnei e drudaria 

E fa que pros per amor de s’amia 

Et ama mais batallas e torneis 

Que monje patz, e sembla.l malveis 

Trop sojornar et estar en un loc.’” 

(“Many a fine tourney have I decided by the mortal blows I strike, so that I go no place without being hailed: "That 

is Lord Peire Vidal, the one who maintains courting and loving, and acts nobly for the love of his lady, and he likes 

better battles and tournaments than a monk peace, and it seems sickly to him to stay too long in one place.” Trans. 

Rosenberg, Switten and Le Vot, 113). Though frequent enough in lyric poetry, such passages are rare in more 

extended narrative writings, at least before the time of Dante. 
48 For example, J. G. Ballard’s “transgressive” novel Crash, or Philip Roth’s Operation Shylock, the fictional status 

of which Roth would repeatedly denied. Various other instances from the past 50 years could be cited in which the 

protagonist of a novel identifies by name with its author. Remarkably, this “postmodern” device was already 

employed by Lucian, whose True Story – a fantastic tale involving space travel, and the discovery of communities 

living within the belly of a whale – reflects the problematic of truth and fiction in its very title. 
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 But what of the long medieval tradition of offering allegorical interpretations of fiction 

narratives? The integumental defense of fiction, the idea that even if a fiction is not literally true 

it may nonetheless have a “covered” or non-literal meaning, does not really resolve the basic 

opposition between truth and falsehood.
49

 To the contrary, exegetical commentaries of Scripture, 

for example those of Origen and Augustine, often begin by emphasizing that just because 

Scripture is true on multiple levels, it does not follow that the literal meaning should be regarded 

as merely poetic or allegorical. From at least the time of Cicero to that of Erasmus, “true” or, as 

we would say, non-fiction writings such as Scripture, philosophy and history were opposed to the 

general category of fable (Latin: fabula), and this opposition implied a distinct, hierarchical 

judgment.
50

 Fable was obviously less than philosophy or history because it was less true.
51

 And 

again, the weight of this judgment is compounded when we are speaking of autodiegetic fiction, 

since here the author cannot pretend to be repeating a story taken from some other source. The 

speaker is the authority on which the truth of the autodiegesis depends. 

                                                
49 This is the standard defense of (“false”) pagan literature from the Alexandrian Neoplatonists through to Books 14 

and 15 of the Genealogia deorum gentilium of Boccaccio – with their influential apology for fable – and doubtless 

beyond. Numerous exegetical commentaries of Homer and Virgil, in particular, were written after the literal 

meaning of these texts was no longer accepted. For the medieval commentary tradition and its influence on 

vernacular poetry, see again Minnis and Scott, and, for discussion, Baswell, who emphasizes the creative aspect of 
the interpretive exercise: “This mode of reading [that of William of Conches and of a commentary attributed to 

Bernardus Silvestris], by generating a fable for interpretation, allows for a vast amount of learning to be discovered 

within the text, but it also provides tremendous creative opportunities for the exegete qualified by education and 

position to undertake such reading” (100). The Commentary on the Dream of Scipio of Macrobius, the commentary 

of which is at issue in this passage from Baswell, itself presents, as I will discuss, an exemplary and wonderfully 

self-defeating instance of the integumental claim; it is not for nothing that Macrobius is cited at the very beginning 

of the Rose. For further history of the basic allegorical terminology such as “integument,” see Chenu and Jeauneau. 
50 As I suggested in my introduction, the history of the term “fable” might be compared to that of the analogous 

Greek term mythos, which forms part of the standard Modern Greek word for fiction (“μυθιστόρημα”) even today. 
51 As Minnis summarizes: “To have ‘intrinsic worth,’ a literary work had to conform, in one way or another, with 

Christian truth; an auctor had to say the right things. The bible was the authoritative book par excellence. At the 

other end of the scale came the fables of the poets, employed in the teaching of grammar. According to Conrad of 
Hirsau (c. 1070-1150), fables have practically no spiritual significance; they are as nothing when compared with 

scripture. Peter Comestor […] remarked that the figments of the poets are like the croaking of frogs” (10-11). For a 

concise overview of the term “fabula” and its relation to “history,” see the opening pages of Bietenholz, Chapter 4; 

Erasmus had to respond to the accusation that he had erroneously used the term “fabula” to refer to Christian truths 

– thereby implying they were not literally true – as late as the sixteenth century. 
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Dream-writing supplied a detour around this problematic, and indeed the most influential 

of autodiegetic dream-poems, the Roman de la Rose, thematizes the opposition between truth 

and fable in its opening lines: precisely by raising the question of whether there is truth in 

dreams. I will examine this passage in my next chapter. But for an autodiegetic fiction such as 

the Commedia or The Canterbury Tales – narratives that are not self-referential dream-poems but 

literally unhistorical – there would seem to be no getting around the basic opposition posed by 

the logical binary of truth and falsehood. As I discussed in my introduction, the very category of 

fiction, as literary historians have noted, does not really exist in the Middle Ages, and for this 

reason. To present a fiction as such to a medieval audience – much like in ancient China or 

medieval Arabia – would be to detract from the work’s inherent interest; it is to announce, on 

perfectly logical grounds, that the present writing is not really worth the reader’s time. Medieval 

writers certainly might gain renown for their technical mastery or erudition, but they rarely 

present themselves as inventors of ingenious plots in the manner of Dickens or Balzac.
52

 

 Had they chosen to do so, Dante and Chaucer could easily have employed the device of 

dream-narrative, with which they both were well familiar. In that case, their poems would have 

conformed more closely to the expectations of their readers, who would have had virtually no 

experience with either autobiography or realist fiction, let alone the pseudoautobiographical 

fiction of the Commedia and The Canterbury Tales.
53

 But here I must begin to distinguish more 

                                                
52 But cf. Balzac’s famous assertion at the beginning of Père Goriot that “All is true.” Brombert has discussed this 

claim, in English italics in the original, as a literary allusion to Shakespeare: “The extreme signal of realism (all is 

true) thus places the elaborate opening disclaimer of literarity under the sign of literature. The allusion to 

Shakespeare, symbol of literary genius for Balzac’s generation, moreover strengthens the thematic links between 

Balzac’s profaned and dispossessed father and the tragic figure of King Lear” (21). 
53 Spearing emphasizes the practical non-existence of autobiography during the Middle Ages: “Not many medieval 
people wrote detailed accounts of their own lives, and those who did were often driven by religious motives to focus 

on exemplariness rather than novelistic realism, and on what souls have in common rather than on the ‘personalities’ 

that differentiate them” (36). This is not to say that subjectivity as such was then experienced in a radically different 

way: “In the absence of direct evidence, I see no reason to doubt that individual subjectivity was experienced by 

medieval people more or less as it is experienced by us, but it was not very often the theme of writing.” 
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rigorously between “fable,” understood in the old sense, and “fiction” as it was instituted partly 

is these very works.
54

 Fiction proper is writing in which, as I discussed in my introduction, the 

author knows the reader knows the author is making no fundamental claim to historical or 

absolute truth. Thus if they had written conventional dream-poems, the literal sense of the 

Commedia and The Canterbury Tales would offer itself up “under erasure”: as a superficial 

clothing or integument to be discarded. According to the allegorical framework that it depends 

on, dream-writing matters not in its literal matter – the particular details of its figurative content 

– but rather in the allegorical meaning to which this content gives rise. In the long history of 

allegorical commentary on The Canterbury Tales and, more particularly, the Commedia, 

commentators have continued however to offer philosophical interpretation of precisely this sort. 

It significant therefore that, at the center of The Canterbury Tales, Chaucer gestures to the fact 

that Dante’s Commedia is not in fact a dream poem: he identifies with Dante, more particularly, 

at the moment of his having awoken from a dream. It is time to consider: what is this dream of 

Dante, and why did Chaucer call attention to at this place? 

 

 

 

 

                                                
54 For Cicero’s definition of fable: “Fabula est [narratio] in qua nec verae nec veri similes res continentur” (De 
Inventione I.19); fable is a narration in which things are recounted that are neither true nor true-seeming. Cf. the 

similar passage of the Rhetorica ad Herenniam, discussed in my introduction, and later Quintilian: “et quia 

narrationum, excepta qua in causis utimur, tres accepimus species, fabulam, quae versatur in tragoediis atque 

carminibus, non a veritate modo sed etiam a forma veritatis remota; argumentum, quod falsum sed vero simile 

comoediae fingunt; historiam, in qua est gestae rei exposition” (Institutes, 2.4.2). 
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1.2 Platonic Hermeneutics: The Dream of the Siren 

Canto 19 of Dante’s Purgatorio begins with an astronomical periphrasis indicating that 

the dream that follows came to Dante just before dawn (1-6). This is the hour during which, as is 

often noted by Dante’s commentators, dreams were thought to be especially true or reliable in 

their prophetic implications.
55

 Dante then describes how a stammering woman appeared to him 

while he was sleeping (“mi venne in sogno una femmina balba,” 7): a woman with crossed eyes, 

crooked feet, crippled hands, and a sallow complexion (8-9). As he looks at her, his gaze has a 

peculiar effect likened to that of the sun reviving cold limbs (10-12). The woman is unexpectedly 

“straightened out” (“la drizzava”) by his gaze, her features rearranged “as love desires” 

(“com’amor vuol”). At this point she begins to sing enchantingly (13-18): 

 “I am,” she sang, “I am the Siren sweet 

 Who mariners amid the main unman [dismago] 

 So full am I of pleasantness to hear! 

 I drew Ulysses from his wandering way 

 Unto my song, and he who dwells with me 

 Seldom departs so wholly I content him.” (19-24; trans. Longfellow)
56

 

With the Siren’s mouth is still open, an unnamed “Lady saintly and alert” (“santa e presta”) 

appears in order “to put her to confusion” (25-27; trans. Longfellow). This second woman calls 

                                                
55 Before his three dreams in Purgatorio, each of which comes at the end of one of the three nights he spends there, 

Dante has alluded to the idea of the prophetic morning dream in the invective against Florence, and in the Ugolino 

narrative (in Inferno 26 and 33 respectively). In my third chapter I will likewise discuss the morning dream that is 

recounted in the first sonnet of the Vita Nuova, “A ciascun’alma.” 
56 “Io son,” cantava, “io son dolce serena, 
che ’ marinari in mezzo mar dismago; 

tanto son di piacere a sentir piena! 

Io volsi Ulisse del suo cammin vago 

al canto mio; e qual meco s’ausa, 

rado sen parte; sì tutto l’appago!” 
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Virgil by name, asking him to identify “this one” (“O Virgilio, Virgilio, chi è questa?”). At this 

point, still within the dream, Virgil appears and seizes upon the Siren violently: 

 […Virgil] came forward, 

 his eyes intent upon that honest one. 

 He seized the other, baring her in front, 

 tearing her clothes, and showing me her belly; 

 the stench that came from there awakened me. (29-30; trans. Mandelbaum)
57

 

Dante is awakened from within the dream by the stench that proceeds from the Siren’s “ventre” 

(literally: “womb”). He then returns to consciousness to find that Virgil has been calling to him 

(34-36). It is after this that Dante assumes the hunched-over posture that is commented upon by 

Virgil, and later recalled by Chaucer in The Canterbury Tales. 

 Dante identifies his downward-looking gesture with his effort to make sense of the 

strange dream that he has had. The matter of the dream bends him downward (“mi piega”), as 

though by its gravitational pull: 

 And I: “With such misgiving makes me go 

 A vision new, which bends me to itself, 

 So that I cannot from the thought withdraw me.” 

 “Didst thou behold,” he said, “that old enchantress, 

 Who sole above us henceforth is lamented? 

 Didst thou behold how man is freed from her? 

 Suffice it thee, and smite earth with thy heels, 

                                                
57 [...] ed el venìa 

con li occhi fitti pur in quella onesta. 

L’altra prendea, e dinanzi l’apria 

fendendo i drappi, e mostravami ’l ventre; 

quel mi svegliò col puzzo che n’uscia. 
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 Thine eyes lift upward to the lure, that whirls 

 The Eternal King with revolutions vast.” (55-63; trans. Longfellow)
58

 

Virgil’s gloss of the dream frees Dante from the Siren’s orbit by identifying her with the sins of 

Upper Purgatory into which they are just passing. These are the sins of gluttony, avarice and lust: 

excessive desire for worldly things that, while good in themselves, may lead one away from God. 

Commentators, with some exceptions, have generally accepted this interpretation of Virgil’s, 

though various elements of the dream have remain puzzling to Dante’s readers.
59

 One major 

complication for the understanding of this canto arises from the fact that the dream is already 

itself about Virgil’s subsequent act of interpretation: “how man frees himself from her [the 

Siren]” (“come l’uom da lei si slega,” 60). In other words, the passage could equally be called 

the “Dream of Getting-Rid-Of the Siren”; it is already about the act of interpretive glossing 

performed by Virgil, and therefore not fully reducible to the interpretation Virgil offers. 

 Virgil’s stripping open of the Siren partakes of a long tradition of strikingly misogynistic 

hermeneutic thought in which the act of interpretation is figured as the laying-bare or indeed the 

violent penetration of a woman’s body: a tradition that Dante also draws on elsewhere in the 

Commedia. This would imply a certain equivalency between the figure of the Siren – as glossed 

by Virgil to mean excessive attraction to worldly rather than transcendent matters – and the 

figure or figura per se: the literal matter of signification, the letter of the law that is sublated or 

                                                
58 E io: “Con tanta sospeccion fa irmi 

novella visïon ch’a sé mi piega, 

sì ch’io non posso dal pensar partirmi.” 

“Vedesti,” disse, "quell’antica strega 

che sola sovr’ a noi omai si piagne; 

vedesti come l’uom da lei si slega. 

Bastiti, e batti a terra le calcagne; 
li occhi rivolgi al logoro che gira 

lo rege etterno con le rote magne.” 
59 The exception is Hardie, who in a stimulating reading claims that Virgil is wrong. Hardie specifically talks about 

the relationship between the Siren and Boethius’ Lady Philosophy, but his argument develops in a somewhat 

different direction from my own. 
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discarded through exegesis. The dream would comment therefore on interpretation, the process 

by which, within a certain tradition, abstract truth is thought to be produced through penetration 

or “stripping-bare.” But this fractal or self-reflexive interpretation, far from releasing us from the 

burden of exegesis, leads into another round of interpretive problems, particularly when we 

consider how Dante’s figure relates to the larger poem in which it is found. Thus it is not 

sufficient to say, with Virgil, that it is time to hurry on from Dante’s dream. 

Commentators have identified several sources for Dante’s Siren in classical and medieval 

writing. The archetypal literary sirens are those of Homer’s Odyssey (Book XII), whose song 

Odysseus, or Ulysses, manages to hear without being led to destruction because he ties himself 

to the mast of his ship as he sails by. Dante, with his mention of Ulysses in Purgatorio 19, 

alludes to this myth but with a variation. His siren – unusually singular – claims that she 

succeeded in “turning” Ulysses from his path (“Io volsi Ulisse del suo cammin vago”). In Inferno 

26, where he is punished among the false counselors, Ulysses himself recounts how he led others 

to destruction by attempting a perilous voyage or “folle volo” (“mad flight,” 125) to the 

uninhabited other side of the world (“di retro al sol, del mondo sanza gente,” 117): precisely the 

place where Dante will be during his ascent of Mount Purgatory. There is no mention of the 

Siren in Inferno 26 but the two passages are clearly connected. Ulysses is, with Nimrod, the only 

sinner to be mentioned in all three canticles of the Commedia, and Ulysses can himself in a 

certain way be related to the figure of the Siren, since he also led sailors to destruction through 

his false speech: the very sin for which he is punished among the false counsellors. As Barolini 

has shown, building on the work of Bruno Nardi, Dante implicitly but persistently relates his 

own project in the Commedia to this final voyage of Ulysses, as the “mad flight” of Ulysses 

reflects Dante’s pilgrimage in a negative form (“in malo”). It is notable therefore that Dante, not 
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having access to the Odyssey, likely drew his knowledge of the Homeric episode from a passage 

of De Finibus where Cicero suggests that Homer’s sirens represent not only sensual pleasure but, 

more particularly, the desire for knowledge.
60

 The Siren promises knowledge but hers is a false, 

fabulous knowledge, and therefore destructive or misleading. The Siren figures false speech or 

indeed fable, fiction. 

 Isidore’s entry on sirens in the Etymologies, which is found within a discussion of 

“portents” (Book XI.3), is likewise informative. Portents are defined by Isidore as, quoting 

Varro, “beings that seem to have been born contrary to nature.”
61

  He continues: “Portents are 

also called signs, omens, and prodigies, because they are seen to portend and display, indicate 

and predict future events.”
62

 One may draw a connection here between Isidore’s monstrous 

portents and the allegorical figures of fiction or dream: figures that seem unnatural to the extent 

that they portend a future meaning to-be-revealed. After further discussion of the etymology and 

meaning of the portent, Isidore lists various unnatural-seeming beings which he interprets 

allegorically. Portents present themselves as signs to-be-deciphered. They are literally “fabulous” 

(“fabulosa portenta”), and they are literally “fictions”: things that have been “made up” in order 

for them to be interpreted (“non sunt, sed ficta in causis rerum interpretantur”): 

Other fabulous human monstrosities are told of, which do not exist but are concocted to 

interpret the causes of things – like Geryon, the Spanish king fabled to have three bodies, 

                                                
60 De Finibus 5.50. See also Aristotle’s famous copula of desire and knowledge at the beginning of the Metaphysics. 

For discussion, see Mazzeo, Hardie and Barolini (49). See Rosenfeld for the relationship between medieval love 

poetry - including that of the Rose, Machaut, Froissart, Chaucer and Dante – medieval reception of Aristotle. I call 

attention to the following passage as underscoring the difference between Aristotelian contingency and Platonic 

unveiling: “Many late medieval love poets recognized that what was most radical in Aristotle was not only that 

happiness is worth striving for on earth rather than being deferred to the afterlife, but also the corollary insistence on 
contingency as a component of love and happiness - what the Middle Ages refer to as fortune, and often personify 

and deify as Lady Fortuna” (8). 
61 “Portenta esse Varro ait quae contra naturam nata videntur.” 
62 “Portenta autem et ostenta, monstra atque prodigia ideo nuncupantur, quod portendere atque ostendere, monstrare 

ac praedicare aliqua futura videntur.” 
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for there were three brothers of such like minds that there was, so to speak, one soul in 

their three bodies. And there are the Gorgons, harlots with serpentine locks, who would 

turn anyone looking at them into stone, and who had only one eye which they would take 

turns using. But these were three sisters who had a single beauty, as if they had a single 

eye, who would so stun those beholding them that they were thought to turn them into 

stone. (28-29; trans. Barney)
63

 

Isidore’s discussion of the sirens follows immediately after this passage, and is succeeded by his 

discussion of Scylla and Cerberus.
64

 But it is worth pausing to note that all five of the “portents” 

described and interpreted here – Geryon, the Gorgons, the Sirens, Scylla, and Cerberus – are 

referred to in the Commedia; several of these play a memorable role in the Inferno especially.
65

 

Dante’s encounter with the Gorgons is especially suggestive in the context of our larger 

consideration of Platonic hermeneutics. In Inferno 9, Virgil covers over Dante’s eyes with his 

hands so as to shield him from the Gorgons’ deadly sight, and just after this Dante instructs his 

readers, addressed directly in the second person, to look “under the veil of the strange verses.”
66

 

                                                
63 “Dicuntur autem et alia hominum fabulosa portenta, quae non sunt, sed ficta in causis rerum interpretantur, ut 

Geryonem Hispaniae regem triplici forma proditum. Fuerunt enim tres fratres tantae concordiae ut in tribus 

corporibus quasi una anima esset. Gorgones quoque meretrices crinitas serpentibus, quae aspicientes convertebant in 

lapides, habentes unum oculum quem invicem utebantur. Fuerunt autem tres sorores unius pulchritudinis, quasi 
unius oculi, quae ita spectatores suos stupescere faciebant ut vertere eos putarentur in lapides” (28-29). 
64

 “Scyllam quoque ferunt feminam capitibus succinctam caninis, cum latratibus magnis, propter fretum Siculi 

maris, in quo navigantes verticibus in se concurrentium undarum exterriti latrari aestimant undas, quas sorbentis 

aestus vorago conlidit. Fingunt et monstra quaedam inrationabilium animantium, ut Cerberum inferorum canem tria 

capita habentem, significantes per eum tres aetates per quas mors hominem devorat, id est infantiam, iuventutem et 

senectutem. Quem quidam ideo dictum Cerberum putant quasi KREOBOROS, id est carnem vorans” (32-33). 
65 In addition to the Gorgons and Geryon, which I will discuss, Cerberus is encountered by Dante and Virgil in 

Inferno 6; the myth of Glaucus and Scylla is recalled in a significant passage of Paradiso 1, specifically as an 

“essemplo” (70) or simile for transhumanation  (“Trasumanar significar per verba…” 70). 
66 “Volgiti ’n dietro e tien lo viso chiuso; 

ché se ’l Gorgón si mostra e tu ’l vedessi, 

nulla sarebbe di tornar mai suso.” 
Così disse ’l maestro; ed elli stessi 

mi volse, e non si tenne a le mie mani, 

che con le sue ancor non mi chiudessi. 

voi ch’avete li ’ntelletti sani, 

mirate la dottrina che s’asconde 
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This passage, which I will return to, anticipates Virgil’s stripping-bare of the Siren in Purgatorio 

19 since both of these episodes associate Virgil with interpretive “unveiling.” It is notable that, in 

addition, the earlier unveiling is to be directed by the reader toward Dante’s poem. Dante’s false-

faced Geryon, a symbol for fraud in Inferno 16, has similarly been read as presenting the 

Commedia in terms of “a truth with the face of a lie” (“un ver ch’a faccia di menzogna,” 126), as 

Dante challenges his readers to accept a particularly fabulous or doubtful-seeming passage: his 

flight on Geryon’s back.
67

 Addressing the flying Geryon and the skepticism this “novità” (115), 

this “new thing,” may evoke in his reader, Dante names his poem “questa comedìa” (128) as he 

swears by its letters that what has written is true. Dante thus emphasizes the close relationship 

between the figure of Geryon and the Commedia itself. Apart from this metapoetic function, 

Dante’s Geryon bears little relationship to the Geryon of classical precedent. But Dante would 

have known the passage of the Etymologies in which Geryon is described and interpreted. The 

question of how to respond to a “portent” is very much the question of how to read. 

 More can and will be said on these points, but let us move on to consider Isidore’s 

discussion of sirens. Sirens appear as part-women/part-birds who lure sailors to their deaths 

through their enticing song. Again, Isidore offers a particular “gloss” of this figure, repudiating 

its literal truth, and offering another more general or abstract truth in its stead: 

People imagine three Sirens who were part maidens, part birds, having wings and talons; 

one of them would make music with her voice, the second with a flute, and the third with 

a lyre. They would draw sailors, enticed by the song, into shipwreck. In truth, however, 

                                                                                                                                                       
sotto ’l velame de li versi strani. (55-63) 
67 See in particular Chapter 3 of Teodolinda Barolini’s The Undivine Comedy (“Ulysses, Geryon, and the 
Aeronautics of Narrative Transition”): “I propose that Geryon serves as an outrageously paradoxical authenticating 

device: one that, by being so overtly inauthentic - so literally a figure for inauthenticity, a figure for 'fraud' - 

confronts and attempts to defuse the belatedness or inauthenticity to which the need for an authenticating device 

necessarily testifies” (59). The chapter is also relevant more generally for its broad discussion of Ulysses as 

“fundamental” to the Commedia (48), its basic metaphorics of flight, transgression, false speech, desire (etc.). 
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they were harlots, who, because they would seduce passers-by into destitution, were 

imagined as bringing shipwreck upon them. They were said to have had wings and talons 

because sexual desire both flies and wounds. They are said to have lived among the 

waves because the waves gave birth to Venus. (30-31; trans. Barney)
68

 

For Isidore, Sirens “really” are, or signify, prostitutes (“meretrices”) who lead men into 

destitution through their sensuality, which for Isidore is figured fabulously in terms of “song.” It 

is clear in other words that sirens have something to do with fable: with sensuously appealing 

signifiers that promise knowledge but may lead to destruction. Although it is not explicitly 

invoked in Dante, there is an ancient tradition of identifying Homer’s sirens with the muses of 

poetry who live on Parnassus, as can be seen, for example, in Servius’s commentary on the 

Aeneid, and repeatedly in the Tristan und Isolde of Gottfried von Strassburg (which may have 

been influenced by Servius on this point).
69

 Thus it is not for nothing that Dante’s Dream of the 

Siren occurs in Purgatory, the very cantica of poetry, where songs and poems both secular and 

sacred are continually being recalled and performed. This is the canticle where Dante gives a 

name to the “dolce stil novo” (Purgatorio 24.57) and where he encounters and is joined by the 

poets Statius, Sordello and Arnaut Daniel, among others. Dante’s own canzone “Amor che ne la 

mente mi ragiona” is sung by his friend the musician Casella in Purgatorio 2, and Dante 

                                                
68 “Sirenas tres fingunt fuisse ex parte virgines, ex parte volucres, habientes alas et ungulas: quarum una voce, altera 

tibiis, tertia lyra canebant. Quae inlectos navigantes sub cantu in naufragium trahebant. Secundum veritatem autem 

meretrices fuerunt, quae transeuntes quoniam deducebant ad egestatem, his fictae sunt inferre naufragia. Alas autem 

habuisse et ungulas, quia amor et volat et vulnerat. Quae inde in fluctibus conmorasse dicuntur, quia fluctus 

Venerem creaverunt” (30-31). 
69 See Hoffa, who quotes Servius on Aeneid V.864: “Syrenes secundum fabulam tres in parte virgines fuerunt, in 

parte volucres Acheloi fluminis et Calliopes Musae filiae” (343). It is notable that, as Anson points out, the “sirens’ 

song” in Gottfried’s Tristan is simultaneously the poem itself, the passionate love of Tristan and Isolde – each of 

whom is individually characterized as a siren – and the magic love potion that leads to their death (597-98). 
Gottfried’s repeated juxtaposition of siren-muses and birdsong is also notable, since sirens were traditionally figured 

as half-bird. In Dante’s first dream in Purgatorio he is carried aloft by an eagle: a passage Chaucer will recall in The 

House of Fame. Dante often associates his poetry with flight: as for example in the Geryon episode, whose 

metapoetic implications I have already discussed; as well as the “folle volo” or “mad flight” of Ulysses. Again, see 

chapter 3 of Barolini. 
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characterizes this performance in terms of sweetness: “he [Casella] then began to sing – and sang 

so sweetly / that I still hear that sweetness sound in me” (113-14; trans. Mandelbaum, emphasis 

added).
70

 “Dolce stil novo” means “sweet new style.” And, as we have seen, the Siren describes 

herself as “sweet” at the very beginning of her song, even before she has even identified herself 

as a siren (“‘Io son,’ cantava, ‘io son dolce serena,” Purgatorio 19.19; emphasis added). 

 These various thematic strands – the Siren’s relationship to sweetness, femininity, poetry, 

prostitution, poison, inauthenticity, and error – come together in a text of the first importance to 

both Dante and Chaucer, the Consolation of Philosophy of Boethius.
71

 And the Consolation is 

doubly relevant to my larger argument in that it is a landmark in the history of autodiegesis. 

Although comprising in large part a philosophical dialogue, the Consolation is also a first-person 

narrative to the extent that it relates Boethius’s turn away from error to the consoling philosophy 

he had studied in his youth. It is also a prosimetrum, alternating prose and verse passages, and 

theorizing the relationship between them. The relevant passage for the Dream of the Siren comes 

very early when Lady Philosophy (“Philosophia”) appears and expels the “sweet sirens” 

(“Sirenes … dulces”) of poetry from Boethius’ chamber, where they have been making him sick: 

                                                
70 “‘Amor che ne la mente mi ragiona’ / cominciò elli allor sì dolcemente, / che la dolcezza ancor dentro mi suona.” 
71 Chaucer translated the whole of the Consolation into Middle English, following the precedent of Jean de Meun – 

the author of the second portion of the Rose – whose French prose version Chaucer knew and imitated. Dante 
actively promoted the reading of Boethius in the Convivio, and he would go on to “encounter” Boethius in 

Purgatorio 10, the first of five cantos describing the Heaven of the Sun. Dante’s treatment of Boethius is suggestive: 

he places him between Isidore and Augustine; he refers to Boethius’s “exile” (“essilio”); and he qualifies him as 

someone who, by a striking enjambment, “the deceitful world / makes manifest” to those who read him attentively. 

Boethius is associated, in other words, with the "philosophical" battle against the Siren: against the danger of taking 

things for how they present themselves to the bodily senses, rather than for how they really are. Interestingly, Dante 

seems to imply that Boethius was not widely read, referring to “quello non conosciuto da molti libro di Boezio” (II, 

xii, 2). The key passage is as follows: 

Or se tu l’occhio de la mente trani 

di luce in luce dietro a le mie lode, 

già de l’ottava con sete rimani. 

Per vedere ogne ben dentro vi gode 
l’anima santa che ’l mondo fallace 

fa manifesto a chi di lei ben ode. 

Lo corpo ond’ ella fu cacciata giace 

giuso in Cieldauro; ed essa da martiro 

e da essilio venne a questa pace. (121-29) 



  

49 

 

And when she [Philosophy] saw the Muses of Poesie standing by my bedside, dictating 

the words of my lamentations, she was moved awhile to wrath, and her eyes flashed 

sternly. “Who,” said she, “has allowed yon play-acting wantons [literally: theatrical little 

whores, “scaenicas meretriculas”] to approach this sick man—these who, so far from 

giving medicine to heal his malady, even feed it with sweet poison? These it is who kill 

the rich crop of reason with the barren thorns of passion, who accustom men’s minds to 

disease, instead of setting them free. Now, were it some common man whom your 

allurements were seducing, as is usually your way, I should be less indignant. On such a 

one I should not have spent my pains for naught. But this is one nurtured in the Eleatic 

and Academic philosophies. Nay, get ye gone, ye sirens, whose sweetness lasteth not; 

leave him for my muses to tend and heal!” At these words of upbraiding, the whole band, 

in deepened sadness, with downcast eyes, and blushes that confessed their shame, 

dolefully left the chamber. (I, Prose 1, 22-34; trans. James)
72

 

Philosophy’s intervention is a medical procedure: a matter of “healing” Boethius, or making him 

whole, by expelling the siren-muses of poetry. It must be understood however that she is 

attacking fable rather than poetry per se: Philosophy herself is attended by muses, and she herself 

will speak in song.
73

 Thus Philosophy’s restoration of Boethius’s health occurs through her 

instructing him in philosophical knowledge about the world: in the existence of free will, the role 

of fortune within God’s plan, and so on. If fable is sickly, wasteful, effeminate and deleterious – 

                                                
72 “Quae ubi poeticas Musas vidit nostro adsistentes toro fletibusque meis verba dictantes, commota paulisper ac 

torvis inflammata luminibus: Quis, inquit, has scaenicas meretriculas ad hunc aegrum permisit accedere, quae 

Dolores eius non modo nullis remediis foverent, verum dulcibus insuper alerent venenis? Hae sunt enim, quae 

infructuosis affectum spinis uberem fructibus rationis segetem necant hominumque mentes assuefaciunt morbo, non 

liberant. At si quem profanum, uti vulgo solitum vobis, blanditiae vestrae detraherent, minus moleste ferendum 
putarem. Nihil quippe in eo nostrae operae laederentur. Hunc vero eleatis atque academicis studiis innutritum. Sed 

abite potius Sirenes usque in exitum dulces meisque eum Musis curandum sanandumque relinquite.” 
73 Granted, a certain association between poetry and fable in opposition to philosophy and prose certainly persists. 

And likewise in The Canterbury Tales we saw that Harry Bailey’s attempt to dispense was fable was formulated in 

terms of a rejection of rhyme. I will discuss this matter further in relation to chapter 25 of Dante’s Vita Nuova. 
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appealing to the senses rather than to the intellect – then Philosophy is vigorous, efficient, manly 

and productive. One way to think about Philosophy’s relationship to the Siren is as a rivalry for 

Boethius’s affections, according to the motif of the erotic choice described by Northrop Frye.
74

 

This motif will also be found to feature prominently in Dante’s Vita Nuova and Chaucer’s Book 

of the Duchess, as I will discuss in my second and third chapters. A parallel can be drawn 

therefore between Lady Philosophy, in her role of “good” and “modest” woman opposing 

poetry’s “theatrical little whores,” and the “saintly lady” who appears and summons Virgil in 

order to save Dante from the Siren in his dream. The contest between Virgil and the Siren repeats 

the contest in Boethius between philosophy and poetry. 

 But what is the role of dream itself in the Dream of the Siren? For this we must turn to 

the Commentary on the Dream of Scipio by the late-Roman writer Macrobius, which was widely 

influential in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages.
75

 Macrobius wrote in order to defend the 

conclusions of Cicero and Plato’s respective Republics: philosophical texts which end in turn 

with a “dream” and what Macrobius calls a “fable.” As Macrobius makes very clear, the word 

“fable” (Latin: fabula) refers to a narrative that is not literally true. Fable is, for Macrobius, “a 

profession of falseness” (“falsi professionem”), and he opposes it to philosophy as discourse of 

truth. The question he treats at the beginning of his treatise is, more generally, whether and to 

what extent fable, along with the analogous category of dream, can properly have a place within 

                                                
74 Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism. For consideration of this motif in relation to Dante more broadly, see Olivia 

Holmes’ book, Dante’s Two Beloveds: Ethics and Erotics in the Divine Comedy. By way of summary: “According 

to Northrop Frye, it is a convention of the nineteenth century novel that the hero must choose between the love of 

two women, one dark and one light, and the plot usually requires getting rid of the dark one if the story is to end 

happily (Anatomy of Criticism, 101). Dante’s figures are among the ancestors of this more modern set of 

stereotypes, both of which are versions – at least partially – of the abiding virgin/whore dichotomy” (2). 
75 There are certain similarities between Macrobius and Boethius, although Boethius lived one century later. Both 

Macrobius and Boethius, for example, are now accepted by scholarship to have been Christian Platonists, though, in 
both cases, this acceptance was previously subject to some dispute since neither seems particularly interested in 

Christian literature in these works, though deeply learned in the pagan philosophy of classical antiquity. (Boethius, 

however, does have explicitly Christian theological passages in the Opuscula sacra.) For further discussion of 

Macrobius’s Commentary in its own right, see my essay, “Philosophy and Fiction: Macrobius’s Commentary on the 

Dream of Scipio” (currently under review at Helios). 
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philosophy. There is a direct parallel to be drawn between Macrobius’s theoretical opposition of 

these terms, and the subsequent dramatizing of this opposition in the Consolation of Boethius, 

who certainly knew Macrobius’s work. Macrobius comes to the conclusion – a conclusion that, I 

have argued elsewhere, gives rise in fact to profound complexities – that fable is permissible 

within philosophy to the degree that the fable is not lacking in inner truth-content. Even if the 

literal surface of fable, or indeed of dream, by definition is false, then this does not necessarily 

mean that there is no inner, allegorical truth to be extracted from it – so the argument goes. This 

extraction or unveiling occurs through philosophical interpretation or commentary, and the 

project of the Commentary is precisely that of restoring “wholeness” to Cicero’s philosophical 

text the Dream of Scipio, the concluding book of Cicero’s Republic, by revealing the inner 

substance beneath its fabulous exterior. This act of restorative glossing is presented by 

Macrobius in emphatically gendered terms. Philosophical potency or “virtue” (“virtus”) is to say 

“virility”: the philosophers’ “manly” ability to penetrate the sensuous surface of the signifier and 

thereby gain access to the inner truth the figure conceals. This penetration defines philosophy: 

it’s what philosophy does.
76

 The work of writing philosophical commentary on a doubtful text –, 

“tractare” in Macrobius’s usage – can therefore be figured in psychosexual terms as the undoing 

of a castration, the restitution of a phallic lack. 

 Macrobius is directly relevant for our understanding of Chaucer and Dante. The recurring 

topos of looking down at the earth from a celestial height is distinctly Macrobian, and 

Macrobius’s Commentary was a major source of information for medieval writers about 

astronomy and music, in particular. Chaucer evokes the Commentary at length in his poem The 

Parliament of Fowls, which begins with his being led on a celestial journey by Scipio Africanus: 

                                                
76 Macrobius cites a number of earlier Greek-language Neoplatonists, and in particular draws on the work of 

Porphyry, the editor of Plotinus. 
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a comic recapitulation of the Dream of Scipio, and one that contains significant borrowings from 

Dante as I’ll later discuss. In Dante’s case, the literal matter of the Dream of Scipio is also that of 

the Commedia: “the state of souls after death,” as stated in the Letter to Can Grande. Like the 

Commedia, the Dream of Scipio describes a journey beyond the celestial spheres in which the 

protagonist is guided by an authoritative figure from classical antiquity: Scipio Africanus, who is 

an obvious model for Dante’s Virgil. 

 Although Macrobius may now seem a comparatively obscure figure, he wrote at a time of 

immense literary-historical importance for medieval writers of the Latin tradition, being the 

contemporary of Augustine, Jerome, Claudian, Prudentius, Martianus Capella, Ammianus 

Marcellinus, and the fabulist Avianus, to whom, according to Alan Campbell, Macrobius’s other 

major work the Saturnalia was likely dedicated. This generation of Latin writers was particularly 

influential on the allegorical revival of the twelfth century, as associated with Bernardus 

Silvestris and Hugh of St. Victor, who wrote the earliest known personification allegories since 

Boethius’s time. William of Conches, another writer of this general milieu – all of whom have 

something to do with the School of Chartres, or later the Abbey of Saint-Victor in Paris – wrote a 

Commentary on the Commentary of Macrobius: a work that is discussed at length by Dronke in 

Fabula.
77

 Another twelfth-century writer who had a major influence on the vernacular poets with 

whom I am concerned – Chaucer, Dante, and the authors of the Rose tradition – was Alain de 

Lille, whose Anticlaudianus, recalling Claudian in its very title, describes a distinctly Macrobian, 

and indeed proto-Dantean, journey beyond the spheres. According to Barbara Newman, the 

emergence of the “full-grown” allegorical goddess Nature can be “precisely dated” to her 

appearance in Bernardus’ Cosmographia (52), the work which inspired Alain de Lille, even as it 

                                                
77 See also Dronke’s writings more broadly, as well as Wetherbee, Cameron, Copeland, Southern (et al.) for more 

background on the Neoplatonic revival of the twelfth century, and its importance for subsequent vernacular 

literature. 
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drew on the late-antique writings of Claudian, Martianus Capella, Prudentius, and other 

contemporaries of Macrobius; later I will have occasion to discuss Alain’s other major work, The 

Complaint of Nature.
78

 Nature’s “complaint” is specifically that rhetoric or poetry has gained the 

upper hand over grammar and logic: an event that is explicitly identified with “the sin against 

nature,” sodomy or non-reproductive sex. For Jean de Meun in the Rose, building on Alain, 

reproductive sexuality is the condition of the pardon which Genius offers on Nature’s behalf. All 

of this is to say that the Neoplatonic background of Dante’s dream is by no means marginal: it is 

very much at the heart of the tradition of writing from which both Dante and Chaucer descend. 

 Neoplatonism, as we have seen, continually represents the relationship between the 

external signifier, perceived by the senses, and the inner meaning it conceals and discloses, in 

figurative terms as an opposition of male and female, body and spirit.
79

 Virgil’s stripping-bare of 

the Siren partakes therefore of a long history of representing hermeneutic engagement in terms of 

a laying-open, or indeed a phallic penetration – as when, even today, we speak of “penetrating 

intelligence” – of a sensuously appealing woman’s body. Nor is this the only place in Dante’s 

writing where this motif is invoked. It is found, for example, in the very first poem of the Vita 

Nuova, “A ciascun’ alma,” which, as I will discuss in my third chapter, can be thought of as 

originating Dante’s libello as a whole, both according to Dante’s narrative and the historical facts 

of its composition. Dante’s sonnet asks its readers to interpret an enigmatic dream in which, 

precisely, a woman’s body is presented to the dreamer under a “veil.” The body is, in other 

words, the “matter” of the dream: a matter which the poem’s readers, identifying with the – 

                                                
78 For the relationship between the Rose and the allegorical writers of the 12th century, see in particular Jauss. 
79 Newman summarizes Claire Fanger, who is herself drawing on Dronke: “Bernard’s theophanies must be feminine 

simply because they are theophanies. In Neoplatonic gender symbology, the feminine is the principle of visibility 

itself, as also of plurality and movement, while the masculine denotes the invisible and stable One who eludes 

representation” (64). The work of Carolyn Walker Bynum is also relevant. See for example her Fragmentation and 

Redemption: Essays on Gender and the Human Body in Medieval Religion. 
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implicitly male, heterosexual, philosophically “sane” or “virile” – dreamer-poet, are invited to 

uncover or pierce. The compact structure of the sonnet is directly comparable therefore to that 

exploited at great length in the Rose, where the Lover’s “plucking” of the flower corresponds to 

the unveiling of the dream-poem’s figurative meaning. Or to take another example from Dante, 

we may again recall the passage of Inferno 9 where, after the arrival of the female 

Furies/Medusa, Dante instructs his readers to look “under the veil of the strange verses” (63).
80

 

The threat posed by the Medusa’s head, long read as the threat of castration, is countered by the 

subsequent injunction to allegorical hermeneutics, the unveiling of “masculine” truth in 

opposition to “feminine” figurative frivolities.
81

 Virgil protects Dante’s eyes (read: phallus) by 

covering them over with his hands, neutralizing the merely sensuous, and therefore 

effeminate/effeminizing, appeal of the surface signifier. And again, at the same time, the readers 

of Dante’s poem are urged to preserve their “inteletti sani” (“healthy intellects”) by laying bare 

these very verses. These verses are labeled “strani”: literally “strange,” or even “queer.”
82

 The 

gaze of the Medusa is the sirens’ song, and as such it poses a danger to Dante’s readers, whose 

confrontation with his poetry is precisely his own confrontation with the dangerous women of 

Inferno 9 and Purgatorio 19. The Ulyssean motif of the “mad flight,” recalled in every canticle 

of the Commedia, pertains not only to Dante but to his readers. And at the beginning of Paradiso 

2, Dante warns his readers against his poem in precisely such terms:  

 O you who are within your little bark, 

 eager [desiderosi] to listen, following behind 

                                                
80 “O voi ch’avete li ‘ntelletti sani, / mirate la dottrina che s’asconde / sotto ‘l velame de li versi strani” (61-63). 
81 Freud (1992): “The terror of the Medusa is thus a terror of castration that is linked to the sight of something” 

(273). 
82 Judith Butler has famously argued that the injunction to compulsive heterosexuality precedes and instantiates the 

sexual binary of female and male, in which the latter is inherently the privileged term. See the first discussion of 

Gender Trouble. 
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 my ship that, singing, crosses to deep seas, 

 turn back to see your shores again: do not 

 attempt to sail the seas [pelago] I sail; you may, 

 by losing sight of me, be left astray [smarriti]. (1-6, trans. Mandelbaum)
83

 

Dante’s warning to his readers recalls the very language with which introduced himself back in 

Inferno 1: after having lost his way (“la diritta via era smarrita”), Dante looks like one who, 

having survived a shipwreck, stares back at the sea (“pelago”) in amazement.
84

 

 But to return to a point that I made earlier, the dream of Purgatorio 19, according to 

Virgil himself, is not only about the Siren – the dubious but sensually-appealing signifier – since 

it also about “how man frees himself from her.” This is to say, the dream is also about, more 

particularly, the act of interpretive explication, here figured as an act of sexual violence. Virgil’s 

tearing away of the Siren’s garments (“fendendo i drappi”) literalizes the injunction to Dante’s 

reader in Inferno 9 to penetrate or look “under the veil” of the strange verses. I underscore the 

curious reduplication of the figure of Virgil through all of this. Virgil is, on the one hand, outside 

Dante’s dream, offering commentary upon it, but also within it where he figures the act of 

interpretive engagement. Dante’s dream before dawn, we recall, is supposedly prophetic: it 

anticipates a “real world” action that is precisely represented by Virgil’s subsequent explication. 

This means that the Dream of the Siren is about the very act of interpretive commentary that it 

performs: the transformation of (“lacking”) fictional or “poetic” material into (“inner”) 

                                                
83 O voi che siete in piccioletta barca, 

desiderosi d’ascoltar, seguiti 

dietro al mio legno che cantando varca, 

tornate a riveder li vostri liti: 
non vi mettete in pelago, ché forse, 

perdendo me, rimarreste smarriti. 
84 This motif can also be extended in the other direction: it is fact not only poetry but being as such that is the sea, 

the “gran mar dell’essere” (“great sea of being”), as Dante eventually puts it. The world – what is – is literally made 

up of figures. And this implies a very different attitude toward poetry from that associated with, say, Boethius. 
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philosophical meaning. According to the Platonic tradition, meaning is the inner intellective truth 

that remains when the seductive, but polluting, excess matter of signification has been stripped 

away. This also relates to Virgil’s identification of the Siren with the sins of excess love. 

Gluttony, avarice, lust – these are the sins of desire for things, for worldly matter which we are 

“supposed to” pass through and discard in the course of our larger “pilgrimage” to God. This 

pilgrimage, though purporting to be a journey home, is also literally a journey into exile, a 

journey from which there is no coming back.
85

 Indeed, there is a similarity between Boethius’s 

representation of “treacherous” riches, in the Consolation of Philosophy, and his representation 

of the siren muses of poetry, as Dante himself indicated in Convivio IV.12.
86

 

 Dante’s response to the Dream of the Siren is to look down: he regards the world beneath 

his feet until Virgil urges him violently to strike it with his heels and pass onward: “Bastiti, e 

batti a terra le calcagne” (literally, “beat your heels to the ground”). But Dante is a poet as well 

as a pilgrim: his material as poet is the signifying surface, the world of things, which is also the 

world of signifiers, and which cannot in fact be so radically distinguished from the inner 

meaning that it purportedly conceals. Virgil, notably, was himself the supreme object of poetic 

glossing for late antiquity and the Middle Ages, giving rise to a large number of exegetical 

commentaries which are paradigmatically disdainful of the surface meaning of Virgil’s text.
87

 It 

is not necessarily clear in other words that we, the readers of Dante’s poem, should be hurrying 

                                                
85 The relationship between the motif of pilgrimage and literature as such is dicussed in Howard’s short book, 

Writers and Pilgrims, which amplifies and contextualizes earlier comments in The Idea of the Canterbury Tales. See 

also Said’s essay “Reflections on Exile.” 
86 Cf. “Promettono le false traditrici [le richezze] sempre, in certo numero adunate, rendere lo raunatore pieno d’ogni 

appagamento; e con questa promissione conducono l’umana volontade in vizio d’avarizia. E per questo le chiama 

Boezio, in quello De Consolatione, pericolose, dicendo: “Ohmè! chi fu quel primo che li pesi de l’oro coperto, e le 
pietre che si voleano ascondere, preziosi pericoli, cavoe?” (IV.12.4). See also the rest of the chapter. 
87 Virgil’s poetry was, for example, a continual focus of interest in Macrobius’s otherwise disparate writings, and his 

approach to Virgil is very often allegorical. Servius, a major commentator of Virgil, is himself featured by 

Macrobius as a character in the Saturnalia; Servius’s commentary was the first incunable to be printed in Florence 

(in 1471). See Baswell for further discussion of the medieval reception of Virgil and his commentators. 
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on in the manner Virgil advises. Certainly Chaucer seems to think that there is something 

valuable about Dante’s position before he hears Virgil’s advice: something emblematic not only 

of Dante’s practice but of his own, since it is by recalling this gesture of Dante that he introduces 

himself into the center of The Canterbury Tales. 
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1.3 Fiction Unveiled: Beatrice and the Siren 

Let us return to Chaucer’s self-characterization in the passage just after his recollection of 

the Dream of the Siren. Chaucer is addressed by his guide in terms that are distinctly 

emasculating: different from those by which a healthy philosopher should be addressed in the 

Boethian tradition. Chaucer is called a “popet” (“little doll”), fit for women to hug; he seems 

“small and faire of face” (702). Chaucer is “elvyssh by his countenaunce,” elvish being a word 

that is later associated in The Canterbury Tales with alchemy, the magical – and generally false 

or deceptive – transmutation of one matter into another.
88

 He is moreover flighty or unstable, and 

“unto no wight dooth daliaunce” (704); from Chaucer’s appearance, the Host expects that he will 

hear “Som deyntee thyng” (711). The initial question he poses to Chaucer, “What man artow?,” a 

modification of Virgil’s “Che hai?,” could be read as meaning not only “Which man are you?” 

but “Are you a man?” Chaucer, in other words, presents himself in opposition to the misogynist 

discourse of philosophy’s triumph over fiction. And in so doing, he implicitly does the same for 

Dante, whose downward-facing or “effeminate” gesture – Chaucer is asked if he is searching for 

a “hare” – resists reduction to abstract meaning.
89

 These poets are not on the side of philosophy 

but of fable, the sensuous signifiers that are the matter of language. 

 As Chaucer helps us see, Dante’s figuring of interpretive practice in terms of penetrative 

intelligence lays bare the logic of this figure. Dante, with Virgil, may tell his readers that 

allegorical exegesis, interpretive commentary, should be the proper method for confronting the 

“strange” or enigmatic surface his poem. But Dante’s poem cannot be reduced to philosophical 

                                                
88 Alchemy is described as an “elvyssh” craft in the Prologue to The Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale, which is about 

alchemy and deception. In Dante’s Inferno, alchemists are punished among the falsifiers in the tenth and lowest of 
the Malebolge (into which he and Virgil gain access by riding on the back of Geryon). 
89 This is despite the fact that Chaucer’s self-representation in this passage contrasts with Dante’s in the Commedia. 

The physical mass of Dante’s body, it is true, is repeatedly noted as he passes through Inferno; much later, after he 

encounters with Beatrice, she comments specifically on his beard. Some attention has likewise been drawn to 

autodiegetic self-representation in the Pilgrimage poems of Deguileville. 
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meaning in this way. It is simply not possible to say, in this particular example, who exactly the 

“donna santa” really is or what she represents. The true interpretive error, a danger into which 

Dante’s commentators are so often led, is that of presuming the intention of a one-to-one 

allegorical substrate and jumping into allegoresis before they have done justice to Dante’s words 

as they actually stand. Commentators have sought, for example, to identify the “donna” with 

Beatrice, who has been identified in turn with any number of abstract ideas including grace, 

theology, faith (etc.). But to read Dante in this way is to miss what is most distinctive about his 

achievement. Alain de Lille in the Anticlaudianus, as I have mentioned, already wrote an 

allegorical poem about a celestial journey beyond the spheres: a poem in which Wisdom is 

guided by Reason upward through the spheres until at a certain point Reason must be 

supplemented by Faith. In other words, Alain had already composed the allegorical poem that 

Dante’s commentators try to make the Commedia into when they gloss Beatrice as an allegorical 

fable.
90

 Alain’s poetry is rich and complex in its own right, and I do not intend, with a passing 

reference here, to suggest that it is a naïve or immature. Nor indeed is the philosophical meaning 

of the Anticlaudianus itself entirely clear. But it is clear that Dante’s poem is not Alain’s: 

Beatrice, though she recalls Alain’s glorious “queen of heaven,” is literally a woman who lived 

and died, a woman whom Dante knew and claims to have loved. Paradoxically, it is by 

abandoning Alain’s pretense to abstract truth, by prioritizing the “simple” contingent matter of 

historical reality, that Dante opens his poem up to a seemingly infinite range of symbolic 

interpretations. 

                                                
90 Dronke has shown how Dante’s Commedia follows and diverges from the narrative pattern of the Anticlaudianus, 

in which, for example, Wisdom is carried upward in the chariot of Reason until, passing into the Empyrean, her 

charioteer falters and she must be succored by a radiant “queen of heaven” who is usually thought to represent 
Theology. See also discussion of Alain and of Dante in Barbara Newman. As Newman writes in regard to Beatrice, 

“Strictly speaking, no goddess of love appears in Dante’s poetic oeuvre […] Beatrice is a mortal woman, the wife of 

Signor Portinari of Florence, canonized by no authority save Dante’s own. Yet so indelible is the impression she 

makes on even the most casual reader that, if she did not figure in our narrative [of medieval personifications or 

“goddesses”] her absence would be noted (181). 
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 But the Dream of the Siren, as Chaucer saw, is something of a special case in this regard. 

Freud suggested that dreams within dreams may possess a certain privileged relationship to truth, 

and something like this seems to apply to the Dream of the Siren. Dante’s dream reveals the truth 

of the poem in which it is contained, the truth that the Commedia is not a dream-poem, and 

therefore cannot be simply interpreted and discarded, as Virgil suggests. According to Virgil’s 

interpretive gloss, the Dream of the Siren is about how a general subject, “man,” divests himself 

of the Siren, who is in turn an “ancient witch”: mutable, effeminate, dangerous, entrancing. A 

femme fatale, Dante’s Siren has something of a demonic aspect when she is characterized in this 

way. To fall prey to her, to give oneself over to her song, is to court death, the letter that kills. 

Protecting the dreamer against this danger, which is also the danger of emasculation, Virgil plays 

the same role within the dream that he plays in the Commedia more broadly: he offers 

commentary, figured as an unveiling or a peering-into the figures that the speaker encounters. To 

the extent that the subject of Virgil’s gloss upon the dream is “man,” however, this subject is not 

specifically Dante. In other words, the dream is not about Dante: it is about the general subject, 

“man,” and in this way it is precisely different from the larger poem in which it is found. 

Similarly, the lady who intervenes on Dante’s behalf, summoning Virgil, cannot specifically be 

Beatrice – or for that matter any other particular individual – even though her intervention 

clearly recalls and reiterates the intervention of Beatrice and Lucia on Dante’s behalf as 

recounted by Virgil in Inferno 2. There Virgil was summoned to help Dante by “three blessed 

ladies” (“tre donne benedette,” 124) much as later he is summoned by the “saintly lady” within 

the dream. Virgil’s initial appearance to Dante, however, is an exceptional act, one that precisely 

does not replicate philosophical generalities. The Commedia cannot be reduced to an absolute 

philosophical meaning because in the final analysis Dante, like Beatrice, cannot be allegorically 
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“unveiled” in this way. Dante, that is the character of Dante as represented within the poem, is 

not simply an “I,” a subject position to be filled in by the reader; he is an individual person 

whose life was marked by contingent particularities and circumstances. 

 Dante’s presentation of these points is deeply equivocal, and seemingly contradicted by 

the long tradition of interpretive commentary that sprang up almost immediately upon his 

poem’s completion. Boccaccio, whose lectures on Dante were the earliest public lectures on 

vernacular poetry to be delivered in Europe, insists continually on the allegorical meaning of 

Dante’s figures: figures that Boccaccio relates to the rhetorical figures of classical epic as it was 

read and understood at Dante’s time.
91

 The Commedia, for Boccaccio, is an allegorical fable 

comparable to those of Virgil and Ovid.
92

 Its literal meaning is false: Dante did not actually go 

on his journey as he says he did nor, for Boccaccio, does he expect that his readers should 

believe he did so. For Boccaccio it is absurd and indeed womanly to take too seriously the literal 

meaning of the Commedia: this is the point of the well-known anecdote about the women of 

Verona who actually believe that Dante went to Hell.
93

 According to this attitude, the poem is 

intended to be read allegorically so as to reveal another, esoteric meaning hidden and concealed 

by its surface figures. This approach characterizes the great majority of Dante’s commentators, 

beginning with Dante’s own sons Pietro and Jacopo. Dante himself, as we have seen, encourages 

                                                
91 See Boccaccio’s Esposizioni sopra la Commedia di Dante, and to a lesser extent the Trattatello. As Houston 

summarizes: “In his entire project as a dantista Boccaccio attempts to raise the figure of Dante to the level of the 

ancient masters in terms of both his poetic craft and his erudition. Boccaccio adopts the same hermeneutic that 

earlier commentators had applied to Virgil, the greatest of all pagan authors” (Building a Monument to Dante: 

Boccaccio as Dantista, 144-43). 
92 For the “discovery” of a hidden meaning in Ovid during the Middle Ages, see Hausherr. 
93 See the Trattatello in laude di Dante, chapter 20 (“Fattezze e costumi di Dante”). Boccaccio writes in the 

Trattatello that Dante smiled when he overheard severalwas amused to overhear women in Verona discussing how 

they could see his beard had was singed by hellfire. But the commentary tradition – and this is a major point of 
Barolini’s overview of it at the beginning of the Undivine Comedy – has in fact misled itself through its desire not to 

be duped, which is here once again is the fear of appearing castrated, or (with a nod to Carolyn Dinshaw) of 

“reading like a woman.” As Lacan wrote in a different context, les non-dupes errent (“it is the non-dupes who go 

astray”): by ignoring the literal aspects of Dante’s poem as fiction, commentators have come to treat Dante’s poem 

as if it were a sacred or inspired text, which is precisely the position they intended to eschew. 
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allegorical glossing on the part of his readers, for example in Inferno 9. But these injunctions tell 

only part of the story. Far from emphasizing, as Boccaccio does, the evidently fabulous elements 

of his narrative – the presence, for example, of purely fabulous classical-mythological creatures, 

such as centaurs or Cerberus – Dante will insist continually on the literal truth of what he has 

written. As we have already seen, in Inferno 16 Dante swears to his reader (“lettor, ti giuro,” 

128), on the lines of the poem itself and the possibility of its finding favor, that what he saw was 

true. In Paradiso 22, he even will go so far as to swear to this truth on the hope of his ever seeing 

paradise again.
94

 Dante’s fiction, to put it somewhat differently, is characterized by the 

comparative seriousness with which it presents its surface meaning, which is precisely not “only 

a dream” to be analyzed and discarded, as Virgil recommends. 

 Calling attention to this distinctly fictive aspect of Dante’s poetry – fiction in the new 

sense – Chaucer subtly positions his own autodiegesis, with that of Dante, on the side of Ulysses 

and the Sirens. This fiction is something that resists or troubles the hermeneutic reduction to 

philosophical truth. As I just pointed out, what is most remarkable about Dante and Chaucer’s 

autodiegetic form, when considered in historical context, is its insistence on specificity: its 

attention not to abstract truths but to contingent particularities, among which may be counted the 

identity of the autodiegetic author himself (which is not to say by any means that Dante and 

                                                
94 S’io torni mai, lettore, a quel divoto 

trïunfo per lo quale io piango spesso 

le mie peccata e ’l petto mi percuoto, 

tu non avresti in tanto tratto e messo 

nel foco il dito, in quant’ io vidi ’l segno 

che segue il Tauro e fui dentro da esso. (Par. 22, 106-11) 

 

“Reader, as I may unto that devout 
Triumph return, on whose account I often 

For my transgressions weep and beat my breast,— 

Thou hadst not thrust thy finger in the fire 

And drawn it out again, before I saw 

The sign that follows Taurus, and was in it” (trans. Longfellow). 



  

63 

 

Chaucer have no interest in philosophy). Theirs is a concrete exemplarity engaging philosophy 

through its embrace of contingent particulars. 

 In seeing how this plays out, let us return to the motif of the woman-laid-bare, which 

furnishes the central crux of the Dream of the Siren. Commentators have sought to identify the 

Lady of the dream with Beatrice, Lucia, or various other persons including allegorical 

abstractions, and there are compelling but contradictory arguments about why these 

identifications might make sense. There is, however, another interpretive possibility: the 

possibility that we should identify this unnamed personage with Lady Philosophy, who precisely 

opposes herself to “sirens” in Boethius’s Consolation, as here invoked. This identification of the 

“donna” who saves the autodiegetic speaker from the perils of the poetic siren would be 

supported by Virgil’s interpretation of the dream, which he says is not only about the siren but 

also how man frees himself from her, that is, through philosophical glossing. 

 Elsewhere in Dante’s writing, as Olivia Holmes (2008) has analyzed, Dante repeatedly 

figures his own poetics in terms of a Boethian erotic choice between two women. This is most 

obviously the case in the Vita Nuova and the Convivio, both of which are prosimetric texts and 

therefore bear a certain formal relationship to the Consolation of Philosophy. In the Vita Nuova, 

Dante’s love for Beatrice is succeeded temporarily by his love for another woman, the “donna 

gentile” or “genteel lady.” This “other woman” of the Vita Nuova is presented very much in the 

pattern of the “donna santa” of Purgatorio 19. Both are eminently honorable and unnamed 

“ladies.” In the Convivio, Dante explicitly identifies the “donna gentile” of the Vita Nuova with 

“philosophy,” making clear that he was conscious of his reiteration of the Boethian motif. 

Indeed, as we have seen, Dante explicitly cites and promotes Boethius in this passage of the 

Convivio. This means that the Lady’s displacement of Beatrice would exactly repeat 
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Philosophia’s displacement of the “sweet sirens” in the first chapter of the Consolation. But here 

is the crucial point: it is Beatrice who plays the role of the Siren, Beatrice who risks distracting 

Dante from his proper “nurse” philosophy. This is different from what happens in the Vita Nuova 

where, as I will discuss in my third chapter, Dante takes an unexpected turn after the episode of 

the “donna gentile” and suddenly reverts to his first love for Beatrice. In the Commedia, 

Beatrice’s arrival in Purgatorio 30 can thought of as further extending this relapse, since Virgil 

is the figure in the Commedia whom Dante particularly associates with the practice of 

philosophical interpretation. Beatrice displaces Virgil just as earlier she displaced Lady 

Philosophy. Her entry into the poem contradicts the earlier injunction to allegorical unveiling 

which Dante applied even to Beatrice herself, for example in his commentary on “A ciascun’ 

alma.” 

 This is a shift in Dante’s practice. Although Beatrice’s name has been evoked from early 

on in the Inferno, it is only with her appearance in the Earthly Paradise, exactly as Virgil 

disappears, that Dante recognizes her in the flesh, and it is only from here that Beatrice “loquax” 

directly asserts her own authority as superior to that of Virgil.
95

 This rich and astounding 

passage, a climax of the Commedia as a whole, is one I will return to in my fourth chapter. But 

my key point for now is that Beatrice is recognized there under a veil (“velata sotto l’angelica 

festa,” 65). The unveiling of Beatrice reveals her to be, not an allegorical abstraction, or 

                                                
95 Barolini, responding to the work of Ferrante, has commented on the difference between the silent Beatrice of the 

Vita Nuova and the “loquax” or “talkative” Beatrice of the Commedia: “‘Beatrix loquax’ is an attempt to distill the 

fundamental binary that goes into constituting Dante’s hybrid Beatrice: to the extent that she is a beatifier, Beatrice 

can be seen as a theologized variant of a courtly lady, a figure created to dispense beatitude on those with whom she 

comes into contact, in a tradition of theologized courtliness that Dante inherits from Guido Guinizelli and thereafter 

expands. In this respect, Beatrice's gender is the residue of her original textual identity as a courtly lady - the 

quintessential courtly donna. However, by making his Beatrice so talkative, and so authoritative, Dante subverts the 

icon of the courtly lady. He creates a radically new construct: while the traditions Dante inherits boast female 
abstractions like Boethius's Lady Philosophy who speaks authoritatively, in a voice that is coded as non-gender-

specific – that is, masculine – and female nonabstractions who either do not speak or speak within the province of 

the gender-specific, in Beatrice Dante creates a historicized object of desire, not a personification, who yet speaks. 

Indeed, in the Paradiso she speaks like a man, free from the content or modality normatively assigned to female 

discourse” (Barolini, Dante and the Origins of Italian Literary Culture, 369). 
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philosophical truth, as we would expect from the “Virgilian” treatment of Medusa and the Sirens, 

but rather herself. There can be no further unveiling of Beatrice: her person, as presented by 

Dante, may well suggest allegorical elements, but Beatrice cannot be explained-away through 

interpretive glossing. Unveiling Beatrice in Purgatorio 30, Dante has implicitly unveiled his own 

supreme fiction, which is no longer dependent on allegorical reduction for justification, no 

longer dependent on the conversion of integumental fable into philosophical truth. 

 The much-noted, and debated, progressive gender politics – or whatever one would call it 

– of Dante and Chaucer’s writings may therefore have less to do with conscientious advocacy 

than it does with their metapoetic confrontation with an age-old association between intellectual 

prowess and masculine prestige, granting that this tradition they confront is indeed 

heteronormative and misogynist in its implications. The Neoplatonic tradition espouses the 

subordination of “external” sensation to “inner” truth. In many of the ancient and medieval texts 

that Dante and Chaucer knew, the literal surface of the text, the sensuous element of the signifier, 

is gendered female in opposition to a privileged male-gendered meaning. The standard 

injunction, quoted repeatedly in Chaucer, to “take the fruit and leave the chaff,” relates in these 

terms to Paul’s famous statement “the letter killeth but the spirit gives life.”
96

 The external 

material element, the literal matter to be discarded, is here identified, as we have seen, by a long 

tradition with femininity. Fable, fictive narrative, is precisely such literature as lacks an inner 

meaning to-be-revealed, and it is partly for this reason therefore that it, as “siren-song,” is 

classically associated with the speech of women and children: those who were thought to lack 

the philosophical prestige of interpretive insight.
97

 This same discourse is simultaneously 

                                                
96 Cf. the apocalyptic warning in 2 Timothy 4:4, “And will indeed turn away their hearing from the truth, but will be 

turned unto fables.” 
97 Fable is classically associated with the presymbolic or birdlike chatter of women and children, and it is notable 

that sirens are very often represented as half-bird and half-woman in ancient and medieval art and literature, as in 
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invoked and inverted however when Chaucer’s body-oriented Wife of Bath insists on the letter 

of the law. This insistence is made in opposition to the assertion that “glossing is a glorious 

thing,” that literal meaning can be twisted around however one wants it.
98

 The point is not so 

much that Chaucer would flip the standard phallocentric formula. He is “neither for the flower 

nor the leaf,” as he writes in a different context. It is rather that, by demonstrating this 

opposition’s instability, Chaucer quietly explodes the binary itself such that it is no longer quite 

possible to say which side is which. Chaucer found much of this ready-made in Dante’s poem, 

where he saw that Dante’s own practice may be contrasted to the instruction given to Dante by 

Virgil, and then continued after Dante’s death by Boccaccio and other commentators. 

 Chaucer’s Dantean self-portrait, in its anti-virility, can also be related to the recognized 

but still poorly understood association in Dante between literature and sodomy. I am thinking of 

course, in particular, of Dante’s famous encounter with his mentor Brunetto Latini in canto 15 of 

the Inferno. Here Brunetto’s companions are described as “all clerics, / and great men of letters, 

and of great fame” (“tutti fur cherci / e letterati grandi e di gran fama,” 106-07). Among these 

men, Dante names the grammarian Priscian and a Francesco d’Accorso, who is probably meant 

to recall the great legal glossator Accursius. Brunetto himself was of course an important poet 

and scholar in his own right. Dante famously claims that it was from Brunetto that he learned 

“how man makes himself eternal” (“come l’uom s’etterna,” 85). Writing is thus presented as an 

alternative to biological reproduction: an alternative that is “perverse” or sodomitic for this very 

reason. Dante’s association between literature and sodomy can therefore be understood as 

                                                                                                                                                       
the passages I have already quoted from Isidore and Gottfried von Strassburg. Macrobius, in the Commentary on the 
Dream of Scipio, “eliminates” (or “bans,” eliminat) fable from the Temple of Truth, confining it to the “cribs of 

nurses.” 
98 See Carolyn Dinshaw’s influential reading of the Wife of Bath and related passages in Chaucer’s Sexual Poetics. 

As Dinshaw summarizes: “The Wife’s reliance on the letter, her heartily espousing the literal text in her justification 

of the fulfillment of feminine desire, is a commonplace among critics” (123). 
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inverting the Platonic tradition from which both he and Chaucer emerged. For the neo-Boethian 

Alain de Lille, in the Complaint of Nature, the eponymous Natura, who is Alain’s substitute for 

Philosophia, complains, as I have said, that rhetoric (i.e. poetry) has gained the upper hand over 

logic and grammar (i.e. philosophy), and this development is characterized in terms of an 

unmanning or castration which is also, in this case, explicitly homophobic. Dante’s inversion of 

the standard trope, which is the Platonic idea that serious philosophers are masculine or virile, 

does not entail therefore a simple turning upside-down any more than does Chaucer’s: it is not so 

much that Dante would privilege poetry, with non-reproductive sex, over philosophy, here 

identified with a heteronormativity, or biological reproduction. The point instead would be that 

in Dante the Platonic oppositions between philosophy and fable, grammar and rhetoric, sodomy 

and reproductive sex, can no longer be analyzed into these purely oppositional terms. Why else 

would Dante go out of his way to place the grammarian Priscian, who has no previous 

association with sodomy to speak of, among the sinners of Inferno 15 if not to confound the 

medieval association between sodomy and rhetoric?
99

 While for the Platonists, poetry and 

rhetoric threaten to deprive the philosophers of their virility – which is to say, their ability to 

perpetuate themselves, intellectually or otherwise – for Dante, in the Commedia, rhetoric is 

always already a sort of philosophy, and philosophy a sort of poetry; just as writing is a sort of 

self-propagation, a “making-eternal.” This means that “fable,” or the emerging category of 

fiction, need no longer ipso facto be thought of as defective or inadequate philosophy; if 

anything, it is philosophy that is “lacking” in relation to fiction, in that philosophy’s pretention to 

wholeness involves a radical circumscription of what can be represented and to whom. 

 These suggestions could and should be pursued more systematically and at greater length 

than it would make sense for me to do here. But there is another reason why I should wish to 

                                                
99 See discussion of grammar and sex in Ziolkowski. 
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mention Brunetto Latini here at the end of my first chapter. Brunetto’s Tesoretto, which is cited 

in the opening lines of the Commedia, is a philosophical dream-poem very much in the pattern of 

the Rose. Brunetto is commonly thought to have written the poem during the 1260s while he was 

in exile in France. Both Dante and Chaucer are believed to have written, as their earliest 

compositions, long adaptations of the Rose, which was the most popular poem of thirteenth-

century Europe. But at least in Dante’s case, deliberate references to the Rose are notoriously 

hard to come by in the poet’s original works. The Tesoretto can therefore be thought of as a sort 

of missing link between the Rose and the Commedia. It was – and this is the larger argument I 

am making – the common background of Roseate dream-writing that explains the special 

meaning Dante’s poetry had for Chaucer, since Geoffrey Chaucer, unlike Dante’s Italian 

successors, came to the Commedia, exactly like Dante himself, after he had immersed himself in 

dream-writing: the furthest limits of which, namely, its constitutive circumvention of the Platonic 

subordination of fable to philosophy, he had already explored. 

 This engagement with dream-writing took place, for Chaucer as for Dante, in the poet’s 

earliest original narrative composition: the pre-Dantean Book of the Duchess and in the Vita 

Nuova, to which I now turn for my next two chapters.
 100

 Again, it was because of the shared 

background of the Rose that, when in his later writings Chaucer first engaged Dante directly, 

Chaucer was capable of recognizing Dante’s achievement for what it was, something he could at 

last present to his readers as a “supreme fiction,” no longer depends on either literal truth or its 

containing an inner one-to-one allegorical substance to-be-revealed through exegesis. But 

Dante’s supreme fiction could not yet name itself; fiction had to be invented twice, first by 

Dante, then by Chaucer. Whereas the Commedia continues to present itself as “a truth with the 

                                                
100 Barolini (“Cominciandomi…”) has likewise suggested, on somewhat different grounds from my own, that the 

Vita Nuova may have emerged from Dante’s earlier experience adapting the Rose into the Fiore (177). 
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face of a lie,” as Dante writes in relation to his metapoetic portent Geryon, it remained for 

Chaucer, in the post-Dantean Canterbury Tales, to present his fiction more accurately as a lie 

with the face of truth. This supreme fiction is a “lie” that nonetheless, in a certain way, is not a 

lie, since it precedes philosophical truth and makes it possible. 

 In order to see how all of this came about, we must examine each of these writers’ 

engagement with dream-writing. I begin with Chaucer’s Duchess since this work, though 

significantly later than the Vita Nuova, remains much closer on a formal level to the foundational 

dream-writing, the Roman de la Rose. The Duchess, I propose, is both a rewriting of the Rose 

and a dismantling from within of the tropes by which Roseate poetry – by which I mean, 

specifically, autodiegetic self-glossing dream-poetry in the Rose’s pattern – justifies itself. I then 

proceed in my third chapter to Dante’s Vita Nuova, which I analyze in parallel terms. I will go on 

to argue in the later portions of third chapter however that, in the concluding chapters of the Vita 

Nuova, Dante already “went beyond” the limits traced out by Chaucer in the Duchess, and by 

himself in his book’s earlier portion. These limits, the limits of the Rose, are, I suggest, the limits 

of philosophy or, as we would now say, non-fiction writing. In my fourth chapter, I will turn to 

consider some of Chaucer’s more obvious borrowings from Dante in his later writings in order to 

show how Chaucer gradually recognized in the fiction of the Commedia an alternative to the 

rigid opposition of truth and fable which Roseate dream writing had attempted to transgress. 
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Chapter 2: The Dream of the Rose: Dream-Writing and Chaucer’s 

Book of the Duchess 

So far I have argued that Dante and Chaucer, in their major works the Commedia and The 

Canterbury Tales, both thematize and complicate the “integumental” defense of fable as it was 

formulated since antiquity. This is the idea that a fable, a narrative of doubtful truth-content, can 

to a certain extent be justified if it can be shown to contain an inner allegorical meaning. The 

truth of the fable is therefore simultaneously absent and present, something the letter of the text 

at once presents and withholds. It is an absence to-be-supplied through philosophical 

commentary; its restitution is at once an act of healing and a making-whole, a translation of fable 

into philosophy through the unfolding of truth. This structure is often presented in psychosexual 

terms, as the fable, or figure, is compared misogynistically to the body of a woman which lacks a 

“certain something” to-be-supplied by the insight of the commenting philosophers. These 

philosophers thereby demonstrate their own intellectual virtue, or rather virility, through their 

capacity to penetrate the surface of the text, their capacity to sublimate the literal matter of the 

text into the abstract content of philosophical meaning or generalities. This act is alternatively 

figured as the unclothing or the penetration of the tale’s surface: the veil or clothing of the 

woman’s body, which is also the matter of the feminine figure itself. 

 In particular I have shown how Dante’s Dream of the Siren, referenced by Chaucer at the 

very center of The Canterbury Tales, recalls the Boethian iteration of this formula in which 

“poetry” or fable is figured as a sweet but dangerous siren to-be-displaced by the arrival of 

philosophical truth. Philosophy’s reconciling Boethius to his circumstances, and the truth about 

the world, is simultaneously a restitution of health, an undoing of the affliction Boethius has 

been subject to through his association with the siren-muses. Dante, in Purgatorio 19, dreams of 
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a Siren of a very Boethian sort, as well as the philosophical method of freeing himself from her. 

This method is that of glossing or unveiling: here explicitly an act of sexual violence, Virgil’s 

“tearing open” of the Siren’s clothes so as to reveal her “womb” (“ventre”). But Dante’s dream is 

also prophetic of Virgil’s interpretation of the dream itself, and this self-referential structure calls 

into question whether Virgil’s philosophical engagement with the Siren is really satisfactory as 

such, especially since, as we have seen, the Siren also gestures to, among other things, the “mad” 

or Ulyssean “flight” (the “folle volo”) that is Dante’s Commedia. After the dream but before 

Virgil’s commentary on it, Dante proceeds in a strange, hunched-over posture as he looks down 

at the ground, and it is by referencing this gesture that Chaucer introduces himself as a character 

into the center of The Canterbury Tales. Chaucer recognized, in other words, the Siren’s song as 

the song of poetry, or more properly fable, fiction. It is Dante’s association with the Siren, his 

defiance of exegetical interpretation, as represented by his own presence within the poem, that 

properly constitutes his unnamed “new” way of doing fiction, which is also that of Chaucer, as 

deliberately modeled on Dante in The Canterbury Tales. Dante’s dream could therefore also be 

called prophetic in a different sense in that it is prophetic of the way Dante’s poem would be 

received and interpreted by the commentary tradition, which already in the fourteenth century 

insists on prioritizing the would-be allegorical meaning of the poem over what it literally says, 

and, in this way, falls prey to Dante’s siren-song. Although Dante could not yet proclaim his 

“supreme fiction” as such – he swears continually to the truth of the poem – Chaucer calls his 

Dantean fictionality to the surface, instituting as he does so this new practice. 

 Chaucer’s radical reading of Dante was possible not only because he knew Italian and 

went repeatedly to Italy, but also, as has been less widely recognized, because both Dante and 

Chaucer, as writers of self-conscious fiction, emerged from the same narrative tradition, which 
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they both imitated and then reacted against in remarkably similar ways.
101

 This tradition is 

dream-writing as inaugurated by the Roman de la Rose, a poem which thematizes the Platonic 

subordination of fable to philosophy in its opening lines: lines which also reformulate this 

subordination, literalizing ancient tropes, in terms of dream’s subordination to waking life. Both 

Dante and Chaucer are believed to have written, as their earliest major works, extended 

adaptations of the Rose: the Fiore and the Detto d’Amore, in Dante’s case, and the Romaunt, or 

at least a portion of it, in Chaucer’s. But these early writings, even if we were to take their 

attribution to Dante and Chaucer as fully demonstrated, do not in themselves enable us to 

understand the break with the Rose that made possible the invention of a supreme fiction. 

Instead, we must read later works of Dante and Chaucer, the Vita Nuova and The Book of the 

Duchess: two post-mortems of the highly codified Rose tradition, to which nonetheless they 

continue to belong. This is not to say that the tradition of the Rose was dead. Roseate dream-

writing would continue to exert a strong influence over European poetry for centuries. 

                                                
101 A large amount of biographical scholarship has been carried out attempting to identify exactly how and when 

Chaucer first encountered Dante’s writings, few of which have survived, in manuscript form, the Reformation in 

England. Straightforward accounts of Chaucer’s encounter with Dante are supplied by Schless, Boitani, Havely, 

Wallace, Clarke, and others. Chaucer is known to have traveled several times to Italy, and there is a large body of 

cricitism considering the possibility of Chaucer’s having encountered Petrarch and/or Boccaccio, for instance while 

attending the wedding of Violante Visconti. The Bardi family, into which Beatrice ultimately married, went onto 
hold important positions at the English court, but it is perhaps still more notable that Chaucer’s father was an 

importer of Italian wine, and therefore Chaucer would likely have heard Italian spoken from childhood. Although 

scholarship has helped us to understand the plausibility of Chaucer’s encounter with Italian literature, however, it 

has not succeeded in determining the exact means through which Chaucer first accessed Dante (along with 

Boccaccio and Petrarch), though it is notable that Chaucer quotes not only all three of Dante’s cantiche but also the 

far less-read, and readable, Convivio, which is quoted none other than the Wife of Bath. From texts texts themselves 

however, though their relative chronology remains somewhat uncertain, it is clear that Chaucer had read the 

Commedia before he wrote the majority of his original works, with the likely exception of The Book of the Duchess. 

Excepting for some brief discussion of Chaucer in Contini, I have found remarkably little criticism that discusses the 

implications of the shared legacy of French dream-writing in respect to Dante and Chaucer, though of course these 

poets’ individual debts to the Rose, and its tradition, has been much explored: particularly in relation to the question 

of the canonicity of the Fiore, the Detto d’Amore, and the Middle English Romaunt. Chaucer’s engagement with 
Dante is more extensive than that of any French writer until Christine de Pisan, a self-declared “italienne,” and 

Dante’s influence on other European vernaculars, outside Italy, came still later, though Dante is known to have had 

an influence on Hebrew-language Italian poetry, particularly that of Immanuel of Rome (see footnote below). For 

scholarship on Florentines at the English court during Chaucer’s lifetime, see G. A. Holmes and, earlier, 

Beardwood; for reception-histories of Dante in England, see Havely (2014) and Boswell.  
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Nonetheless, the formal limits of classical dream-writing had already been laid out within the 

two parts of the Rose: a poem of extraordinary self-reflexiveness and specular complexity. 

 Chaucer, I note, is not believed to have read Dante when he wrote The Book of the 

Duchess, nor has he been demonstrated to have read the Vita Nuova at any time. The many 

largely unremarked similarities between these works must therefore be understood as testifying 

not to Dante’s influence on Chaucer, but rather to their parallel but independent reactions to the 

common legacy of the Rose: a parallel that made possible Chaucer’s subsequent affinity for, and 

indeed his adoption of, the waking fiction of the Commedia. Both the Vita Nuova and the 

Duchess are the earliest original extended narrative compositions by their respective author, 

though both writers had already composed lyric poems, in addition to their adaptations of the 

Rose and perhaps other works. Both are first-person narratives with lyric insertions in which 

dream-interpretation is at once thematized and questioned. The lyric sequence of the Vita Nuova 

begins with the dream-sonnet “A ciascun’alma,” which Dante insists in his commentary was not 

understood by his readers at the time despite its possessing a meaning that has since become 

“extremely manifest” (“manifestissimo”). Chaucer likewise presents his Duchess as something 

extremely “queynt” or enigmatic: not even Macrobius or Joseph, he boasts, could rightly read his 

poem any better than “the lest of us.” Both works center moreover around an enigmatic but 

beloved woman, who is never quite present within it, and who never directly speaks. Indeed, 

both works present themselves as having been assembled after this woman’s death, and they 

have been thought of as failed attempts at coming to terms with her loss. 

 Dante cuts off the writing of the Vita Nuova at its conclusion, as after a new series of 

visionary experiences he declares his writing about Beatrice until this point has been “defective” 

and that he will not write of her again until he has found a radically new way in which to do so. 
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Chaucer concludes his Duchess, with much-noted abruptness, after he has at last explicitly 

pronounced that the woman named White is “ded.” White’s death amounts to an end-of-writing, 

much as, in the Vita Nuova, Dante leaves the matter of Beatrice’s death to “another glossator.” 

Both of these deaths nonetheless mark the works in more various ways, particularly as an 

absence or interruption of writing: a break with poetic form, the withholding of expected 

explication. The names of both women, furthermore, Beatrice and White, though believed to 

indicate actual historical women who lived and died, are names with common meaning that are 

continually played upon by Dante and Chaucer respectively: a play that, in both cases, tends in 

fact to elide or occlude the historicity of the women these works purport to commemorate. These 

and other similarities, I suggest, are not mere happenstance, much less a question of Chaucer’s 

imitating the earlier work; and both works, to be sure, remain extremely diverse in their general 

form and tone. My argument however is that in both cases the poet’s narrative presses from 

within against the limits of the Rose by representing a failure of symbolic representation to 

encompass the “real” of lived experience. And this holds even though in Dante’s case the 

narrative is no longer strictly a dream-writing but a transcription from “the book of my 

memory”; autodiegesis, or “self-narration,” was itself introduced into European poetry by the 

Rose tradition, which is partly represented in Dante’s case by the model of Brunetto Latini’s 

Tesoretto. 

 Moreover, as I will discuss, dream-writing continues to mark the Vita Nuova in many key 

instances. Thus, as I will show, the commonalities between the handling of Beatrice’s name and 

that of White, for example, reflect the earlier practice by the poets of the Rose and this poem’s 

imitators. To the extent that these are all explicitly metapoetic or self-reflexive writings – this too 

is a part of the Rose’s legacy – the failure to represent the absent woman, on the part of Dante 
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and Chaucer, can simultaneously be seen to demarcate the limits of philosophy’s project per se, 

and therefore its privileged position in relation to fiction. Symbolic representation, on which 

philosophy depends, is ultimately shown in both the Duchess and the Vita Nuova to depend on a 

traumatic rupture or lack: a withholding or deferral that here comes to be associated with the 

absence of the dead woman, who is thereby transformed into a self-fulfilling allegory of her own 

absence. Attempting to enunciate the magnitude of the dead woman’s loss from within the 

philosophical position of Roseate dream-writing, Dante and Chaucer independently reveal that 

the woman’s absence points to a fundamental problem within the philosophical position as 

inherited from centuries of Neoplatonic discourse. The self-professed failures of their early 

writings herald therefore their subsequent abandonment of dream-writing and their institution of 

a new “supreme fiction” that no longer subordinates itself to philosophical interpretation, the 

unfolding of a one-to-one correspondence of signifier and signified. 

 I start with Chaucer’s Duchess, though the later work by nearly a century, because as a 

dream-poem it remains more firmly entrenched within the tradition of the Rose, whose very 

meter it retains. In my next chapter, I discuss the Vita Nuova from a similar perspective, 

suggesting however that Dante, in the later chapters of this work, already “went beyond” the 

limits of Roseate allegory, anticipating the properly fictive mode of the Commedia which, 

indeed, he here announced. I begin the present chapter by discussing the Rose and its structure of 

self-glossing, which I characterize as an innovative solution to the Platonic subordination of 

fable to philosophy. I then consider how the Rose is represented in Chaucer’s Duchess: where, I 

suggest, the pretensions of the Rose, equivalent to the telos of philosophy – the dream of a fully 

unfolded or transparent truth – should be read alongside Chaucer’s metapoetic telling of the myth 

of Ceyx and Alcyone, from Ovid, as an anticipation of the concerns of the dream-narrative it 
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introduces: namely the struggle to represent the absent White. Finally, I examine the figure of 

White within the dream-narrative proper, arguing that Chaucer opened up new possibilities for 

his fiction by dramatizing a failure of language to account for White’s absence. All that I have 

said quite densely so far will be elaborated in this and in the following chapter. 
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2.1 Allegorical Dream-Writing and Self-Glossing 

Before Dante, the most popular poem of the Middle Ages was the Roman de la Rose, 

begun in the early thirteenth century by Guillaume de Lorris and completed several decades later 

by Jean de Meun. The Rose survives in hundreds of manuscript copies, many of them lavishly 

illuminated, and it was adapted and imitated throughout Western Europe, where it retained an 

enormous influence for centuries, particularly in France. The poem continued to be an important 

influence in the sixteenth century on such writers as Marot and Ronsard, and it is cited 

authoritatively in the Heptameron of Marguerite de Navarre, first published in 1558. Dream-

narratives that imitate the Rose were composed by a great many of the better-known writers of 

the later Middle Ages, among them Rutebeuf, Brunetto Latini, Deguileville, Petrarch, Boccaccio, 

Machaut, Froissart, Langland, Gower, the Pearl poet, Lydgate, Metge, Usk, Christine de Pisan, 

and most of the “Scottish Chaucerians” – many of whom acknowledge their debt to the Rose 

directly.
102

 Most notably for my purpose, both Dante and Chaucer, by a remarkable parallel, are 

believed to have begun their poetic careers by writing extended Rose-adaptations. These are the 

Fiore and the Detto d’Amore, attributed to Dante, and the Romaunt, attributed at least in part to 

Chaucer.
103

 None of these works has ever attained full canonical status within its proposed 

author’s corpus, but this very equivocacy is in itself suggestive. Dante and Chaucer, the “fathers” 

of Italian and English literature, emerge as authors only as they begin to distance themselves 

from the Rose and its tradition, from which they themselves emerged. Perhaps the clearest 

                                                
102 For example, the protagonist of Deguileville’s popular poem The Pilgrimage of Human Life falls asleep while 
reading the Roman de la Rose. Chaucer adapted his early poem “An ABC” from the French of Deguileville. For 

concise discussion of the influence of Chaucer’s French-influenced “frame” on the poets of the fifteenth century, 

and in Scotland particularly, see Cooper. 
103 For the attribution of the Fiore and the Detto to Dante, and these works’ relationship to the Rose, see in particular 

the Appendix to Contini (who, incidentally, makes mention of Chaucer’s “Libro della duchessa”). 
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indicator of the Rose’s influence, however, as I discussed in my first chapter, is the ensuing rise 

of first-person or autodiegetic narrative that it essentially introduced into European poetry. 

Part of the enormous appeal that the Rose had for medieval readers, as I have suggested, 

derives from its proffering a complex solution to the Platonic subordination of fable to 

philosophy. The subordinated status of fable is something the poem recalls and subverts in its 

opening lines. The Rose tells the story of a dream that occurred to its first-person speaker, a 

dream that the speaker insists was no mere “fable”: 

Si vi un songe en mon dormant 

Qui mout fu biaus et mout me plot. 

Mes en ce songe onques riens n’ot 

Qui trestout avenu ne soit, 

Si com li songes devisoit. (26-30)
104

 

This assertion, that everything in the dream-poem came true just as it appeared, seems to fly in 

the face of received medieval attitudes. As both a dream and a fable, the Rose might be thought 

of as doubly doubtful, as it combines two doubtful categories. But this expectation is precisely 

what the poem’s opening lines set out to confound: 

 Maintes genz cuident qu’en songe 

 N’ait se fable non et mençonge. 

 Mais on puet tel songe songier 

 Qui ne sont mie mençongier, 

 Ainz sont aprés bien aparant. 

 Si em puis traire a garant 

                                                
104 “During my sleep I saw a very beautiful and pleasing dream; but in this dream was nothing which did not happen 

almost as the dream told it.” (Trans. Dahlberg) 
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 Un auctor qui ot non Macrobes, 

 Qui ne tint pas songes a lobes, 

 Ançois escrit l’avision 

 Qui avint au roi Scipion. (1-10)
105

 

The word “fable,” with the Latin fabula from which it derives, served as the standard word for 

fictive, or doubtful narrative, from at least the time of Cicero through to that of Erasmus. 

Although this word is treated at the opening of the Rose as seemingly equivalent with “lies” 

(“mençonge”), and therefore opposed to the dream-narrative of the poem as such, the opening 

invocation of the concept of fable cannot but reveal the poet’s self-consciousness about the 

fantastic nature of the poem that follows. It simply does not make sense to elevate dream at the 

expense of fable. The epistemological distinction between “true” writing, such as philosophy, 

and fable or fiction, is classically figured in terms of the ontological difference between dream 

and waking life. This is clearly the case, for example, in the late-antique writer Macrobius, here 

cited by name. Macrobius’s Commentary on the Dream of Scipio analyzes dream and fable in 

parallel terms, as it considers whether there is a place for these doubtful forms within 

philosophy, the discourse of truth. 

 It is ironic therefore that Macrobius should be cited at the beginning of the Rose in 

support of the view that dream is superior to fable. Macrobius, epitomizing the Neoplatonic 

attitude toward fiction, takes it very much for granted that dream and fable are inferior to 

philosophy because of their lack of truth: a lack that is structurally analogous in both cases.
106

 

                                                
105 “Many men say that there is nothing in dreams but fables and lies, but one may have dreams which are not 

deceitful, whose import becomes quite clear afterward. We may take as witness an author named Macrobius, who 
did not take dreams as trifles, for he wrote of the vision which came to King Scipio.” (Trans. Dahlberg) 
106 Thus Macrobius writes, for example, that his explication of the Dream of Scipio is also simultaneously directed at 

those who attack Plato’s “fable,” the Myth of Er from the Republic, which is not a dream at all (though, as 

Macrobius rightly points out, it inspired Cicero to complete his own Republic with a  dream-fable, as he did). See 

the first four chapters of Macrobius for further discussion, where dream and fable are analyzed in parallel terms. 
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For Macrobius, dream and fable are defined by their being false: that is, literally untrue, though 

this false exterior may contain an inner truth to-be-revealed in time, and with interpretive 

penetration. But the Rose’s citation of Macrobius is not simply nonsensical. Although the Rose is 

both a dream and a fable, it attempts to circumvent the philosophical subordination of these 

categories to the degree that the poem constitutes itself in terms of self-glossing: a restoration of 

philosophical substance. The whole of the Commentary is defined by Macrobius as an attempt to 

justify the use of dream and fable by the philosophers Cicero and Plato respectively, something 

that has caused these writings to have fallen into disrepute for certain philosophers: 

The reason for including such a fiction and dream in books dealing with governmental 

problems […] seemed to me to be worth investigating [tractare quaesitu dignum et mihi 

visum est]; and the reader, too, will perhaps be curious [et aliis fortasse videatur]. 

Otherwise we may be led to believe that men of surpassing wisdom, whose habit it was to 

regard the search for truth as nothing if not divine [ne viros sapientia praecellentes 

nihilque in investigatione veri nisi divinum sentire solitos], have padded their treatises, 

nowhere else prolix, with something superfluous [aliquid castigato operi adiecisse 

superfluum suspicemur]. (Book I.i,3; trans. Stahl) 

Macrobius seeks to uncover, through his philosophical commentary, the inner allegorical truth 

that is concealed beneath the doubtful or unnatural-seeming Dream of Scipio. At his conclusion, 

Macrobius claims he has fulfilled this task by showing the Dream to contain the “whole 

wholeness” of philosophy (“quo universa philosophiae continetur integritas,” II.xvii.17). “It must 

truly be declared,” he writes, “that there is nothing more perfect than this work” (“vere igitur 

pronuntiandum est nihil hoc opere perfectius”). The act of philosophical commentary, 

                                                                                                                                                       
Plato’s own word for fable is “mythos,” as can be seen for example in Socrates’ discussion of his decision to versify 

Aesop as he awaits his death in the Phaedo (102c): a decision that is already itself the result of a dream. 
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Macrobius’s standard verb for which is tractare (“to treat or write a treatise”), is therefore the act 

of disclosing inner truth content: a disclosure that is figured as a restoration of phallic presence, 

the making-whole, for “men,” of something that seems lacking or incomplete. This is precisely 

what the Rose says of itself at its beginning, where the poem’s project is defined not only as the 

versification of a curious dream but also, further, the demonstration of this dream’s having later 

come true. Guillaume, again, insists that everything in the dream came true as it appeared. 

 The Rose claims to be a work of philosophy, an ars amatoria or “art of love,” to the 

degree that it succeeds in unfolding its inner allegorical meaning. It is properly instructive, or 

philosophically informative, to the degree that the poem’s figures can be abstracted into general 

truths. Throughout the poem, we are continually being promised that the fantastical figures it 

describes have a true meaning that will be explained to us later (“puis”).
107

 This process of 

deferred explication reflects and coincides with the protagonist-speaker’s pursuit of his object. 

Just as, at the conclusion of his Commentary, Macrobius claims he has revealed the Dream of 

Scipio to contain “the whole wholeness of philosophy,” so at the beginning of the Rose, the 

speaker claims that “all the art of love is enclosed” within: 

 Or vueil cest songe rimoier 

 Pour noz cuers faire aguissier, 

 Qu’amors le me prie et commande. 

 Et se nuls ne nule demande 

 Commant je vueil que li romanz 

 Soit apelez que je coumanz, 

 Ce est li romanz de la rose, 

                                                
107 See discussion of this point in Hult’s Self-Fulfilling Prophecies, and also in Heller-Roazen, whose analysis of the 

Rose’s opening lines is especially pertinent to my argument. 



  

82 

 

 Ou l’art d’amours est toute enclose. 

 La matiére est bone et neuve: (31-39)
108

 

The Lover’s attainment of the Rose, coinciding with the reader’s attainment of the poem’s final 

meaning, would therefore be an instruction in the art of love, and for this reason the “matter” of 

the poem is at once – almost, for medieval readers, a contradiction in terms – both “new” and 

“good.” If the Rose truly contains “all” the art of love, a statement that the reading of the poem, 

an act of interpretation, asks us to demonstrate, then it is a fable that is also, paradoxically, true: a 

fable-that-is-not-a-fable, a philosophical dream. This is the basis for the dream-fable’s claim that 

it is not a fable in its opening lines, since self-glossing, or the explication of dream-imagery in 

terms of allegory, already constitutes the literal matter of the Rose, which does not simply 

register the figures of the dream but continually seeks to explicate their underlying content. 

 The final object that is pursued by the poem’s speaker, the “plucking” of the poem’s 

eponymous flower, reflects in particular the integumental formulations of the neo-Boethian Alain 

de Lille, whose fecund vernal imagery, teeming with erotic implications, allegorizes the surface 

of the sensuous signifier. It is this surface that Alain directs his readers to restore to philosophical 

plenitude through the act of interpretation: a restoration that is also an act of non-sodomitic or 

generative penetration, to the degree that the philosophical penetration of the signifier results in 

the perpetuation of knowledge. Alain’s prosimetric De planctu Naturae, modeled directly on the 

Consolation of Boethius, is a major influence on the Rose, and in particular its second part. In 

this part, Alain directly supplied Jean de Meun with the important figure of Nature: an allegorical 

goddess who occupies, in the prosimetrum, the same place that Boethius had assigned to 

Philosophy. Nature appears at the beginning of the Complaint berating the first-person speaker 

                                                
108 “Now I wish to tell this dream in rhyme, the more to make your hearts rejoice, since Love both begs and 

commands me to do so. And if anyone asks what I wish the romance to be called, which I begin here, it is the 

Romance of the Rose, in which the whole art of love is contained. Its matter is good and new” (Trans. Dahlberg). 
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for his inadequacies, as she laments the present state of things. Jean de Meun, again, translated 

Boethius’s Consolation into vernacular French prose, and he therefore would certainly have been 

aware of the Boethian background of the twelfth-century work. Philosophy’s complaint, as I 

discussed in my previous chapter, was that Boethius has been led into error, or exile, by the 

siren-muses of poetry, and this error was associated with effeminacy, sensuality, and illness. 

Alain directly picks up and expands this thematic in his opening poem: 

 In lacrymas risus, in fletum gaudia verto: 

      In planctum plausus, in lacrymosa jocos, 

 Cum sua naturam video secreta silere, 

      Cum Veneris monstro naufraga turba perit. 

 Cum Venus in Venerem pugnans, illos facit illas: 

      Cumque suos magica devirat arte viros. 

 Non fraus tristitiam, non fraudes fletus adulter 

      Non dolus, imo dolor parturit, imo parit. 

 Musa rogat, dolor ipse jubet, natura precatur, 

      Ut donem flendo, flebile carmen eis. 

 Heu! quo naturae secessit gratia? morum 

      Forma, pudicitiae norma, pudoris amor! 

 Flet natura, silent mores, proscribitur omnis 

      Orphanus a veteri nobilitate pudor. 

 Activi generis sexus, se turpiter horret 

      Sic in passivum degenerare genus. 

 Femina vir factus, sexus denigrat honorem, 
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      Ars magicae Veneris hermaphroditat eum. 

 Praedicat et subjicit, fit duplex terminus idem, 

      Grammaticae leges ampliat ille nimis. 

 Se negat esse virum, naturae factus in arte 

      Barbarus. Ars illi non placet, imo, tropus. 

 Non tamen ista tropus poterit translatio dici; 

      In vitium melius ista figura cadit. (I.1-24)
109

 

Rewriting Boethius, Alain associates “the sin against nature” – sodomy – with the overturning of 

poetry’s subordination to philosophy, which is here also, more particularly, the subordination to 

grammar and logic of rhetoric, the use of figurative language. Venus, much like Dante’s Siren, is 

paradoxically both the cause and the solution to this would-be unnatural development, which 

results from the excessive attractiveness of the figure’s sensuous surface. Restoring the natural 

order of things requires one, again, to penetrate the effeminate, and effeminizing, surface of the 

figure: to perform an act of interpretive exegesis, here figured in explicitly erotic terms.
110

 

                                                
109 “I change laughter to tears, joy to sorrow, applause to lament, mirth to grief, when I behold the decrees of Nature 

[1] in abeyance; when society is ruined and destroyed by the monster of sensual love; when Venus, fighting against 

Venus, makes men women; when with her magic art she unmans men. It is not pretense that travails with sorrow, O 

adulterer! nor the tears of pretense, nor dissimulation; rather is it grief, and birth itself is given to sorrow. The Muse 
requests, this very grief commands, Nature implores that, as, I weep, I give them a mournful song. Alas! Whither [2] 

has the loveliness of Nature, the beauty of character, the standard of chastity, the love of virtue departed? [3] Nature 

weeps, character passes away, chastity is wholly banished from its former high station, and become an orphan. The 

sex of active nature trembles shamefully at the way in which it declines into passive nature. Man is made woman, he 

blackens the honor of his sex, the craft of magic Venus makes him of double gender. He is both predicate and 

subject, he becomes likewise of two declensions, he pushes the laws of grammar too far. He, though made by 

Nature's skill, barbarously denies that he is a man. Art does not please him, but rather artifice; even that artificiality 

cannot be called metaphor; rather it sinks into viciousness.” (Trans. Moffat) 
110 See Ziolkowski for the relationship between sodomy and figures in Alain: “The particular trope whose 

acceptance Alan bemoans (sodomy) does not fall under the heading of a translatio (metaphor) but rather constitutes 

a figura (literary device) which slips into uitium. In most cases figura can be justified (‘figura...est uicium ratione 

excusatum"), as even Lady Grammar herself granted in the <Anticlaudianus> [7.257: "damnat vicium toleratque 
figuram’); but here the figure of speech transgresses its limitations and becomes a “vice.” Once the reader has 

digested the technical vocabulary, he can discern one level of figurative meaning underlying these grammatical 

terms: man scorns Nature’s natural and unpretentious art (heterosexual intercourse directed toward the goal of 

reproduction) for Venus’s magic art (homosexual intercourse) and thereby causes Nature’s laws to fall into 

abeyance” (17-18). 
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 The Rose can be thought of as attempting to do for itself what is demanded by Nature in 

Alain de Lille. The poem sets out to perform an interpretive unveiling of its own figures, a 

conversion of dream-fable into philosophy, which is also a rendering-whole, a restoration of 

male-coded prestige. The Platonic background of the Rose, as supplied most extensively by 

Alain, helps us to account for its overlapping and contradictory thematic strands, according to 

which the woman desired by the autodiegetic speaker is also simultaneously a flower and the 

ultimate meaning withheld and revealed by the poem itself, to list only the poem’s most 

fundamental tropes. Nature, being composed of the vernal mantle of blossoming flowers and 

vegetation, as described at length by Alain, is herself precisely such sensuous and abundant 

figures, which for this reason cannot strictly be unnatural or “bad.” Nature cannot be lacking as 

she presents the totality of embodied semblance; the appearance of monstrous perversions or 

portents speaks, as it were, only to our limited, time-bound perspective.
111

 But these natural 

figures, and this is exactly Nature’s complaint, should not, for Alain, be enjoyed as ends in 

themselves. Rather, they should lead to something deeper and eternal, the One beyond the 

multiplicity of sensible forms. Figures of speech, colors of rhetoric, are supposed for the 

Neoplatonists to lead one into deeper meaning or understanding, just as spring flowers, inviting 

the pollination of bees, lead to the production of fruit; just as the human body, by arousing 

desire, should for Alain lead to biological procreation. Again, the “complaint of nature” – and 

this is a thematic explored at great length in the continuation of the Rose – is that too many are 

being caught up in the superficial, outward appearance of things as they seem; it is this tarrying 

with phenomena that makes Nature’s figures become unnatural-seeming, again, like Isidore’s 

portents. This is precisely the danger posed by the Siren’s song: the danger of fable or figurative 

                                                
111 This point relates to Lacan’s dictum “there is no lack in the real” (Seminar X, January 30, 1963). Lack always 

pertains to the order of representation (rather than to the underlying nature of nature per se, of “things in 

themselves”). 
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language, which both here and in the Rose is also explicitly a form of homosexuality or sodomy, 

“the sin against nature” itself. 

 This view of homosexuality as a transgressive disruption of the natural imperative to 

biological reproduction is by no means unique to ancient and medieval texts, nor is it necessarily 

homophobic in itself. One could point to the celebration of artifice over naturalism in Oscar 

Wilde and Gide, or even to certain of the Greeks. I note furthermore the recent work of Lee 

Edelman, who in his influential and provocative No Future has explored the relationship 

between, as he puts it, homosexuality and the death-drive in literature and, most memorably, in 

the films of Alfred Hitchcock. One also thinks of the anti-psychoanalytic writings of Foucault. 

The primary difference here is that of course, for these theorists, the “unnatural” or transgressive 

aspect of homosexuality is liberatory, whereas for Alain, as earlier for Peter Damian, non-

reproductive sex acts, being contrary to nature, must therefore be abhorrent. That said, I have 

always been somewhat amused, if I may make a parenthetical note, by Alain’s grammatical 

analogy for heterosexual sex: the claim that men and women are supposed to go together just as 

words must agree with each other in gender, case and number: a passage that is recalled in 

Langland’s Piers Plowman. Does this not, in fact, imply just the opposite of what Alain seems to 

intend? Adjectives and substantives of the same gender must be paired with one another in a 

grammatical statement. And it is certainly conceivable therefore that these Neoplatonic, anti-

sodomitic tracts offer room for reversal and play, as several scholars have attempted to show.
112

 

My final point is this: how different all these texts are from Dante’s! In the Commedia it is the 

sodomite Brunetto Latini who teaches, as I have said, “how man makes himself immortal.” And 

in Purgatorio 26, more surprisingly still, Dante goes out of his way to place homosexuals and 

                                                
112 For example Jordan’s chapter on Alain de Lille, and his respondents. See also the overviews of the topic of 

gender in Alain that are offered by Barbara Newman (chapter 2) and Jan Ziolkowski. 
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heterosexuals both among the saved as they proceed in opposite directions around a flame, 

meeting occasionally to exchange chaste kisses.
113

 Already I have argued that there are 

hermeneutic and metapoetic implications of these choices. At least by the time he wrote the 

Commedia, Dante no longer seems to have been satisfied by the Platonic dualisms opposing 

body and spirit, sensation and intellection, error and discovery, artifice and nature, eros and 

agape. It is no coincidence therefore that his shift in perspective corresponds with the turn to 

fiction proper. 

 Returning to the Rose, the reader of this poem must formally identify with its first-person 

speaker through the very act of reading, in which the “I” of the reader literally gives voice to the 

“I” of the poem’s protagonist. This speaker is only ever named within the poem as “the Lover” 

(“l’Amant”), and his pursuit of his desired object – this structure is emphatically gendered, the 

subject-position is marked as male – is an erotic pursuit even as it is also, building on the floral-

imagery in Alain, a pursuit of the Rose. The poem’s movement is overseen and inspired, from 

the first, by the personified “Love” (“Amour”), who at the opening of the poem asserts his right 

over the speaker as “Lord.” Thus the dream of the Rose arrives to the speaker “Ou point 

qu’amors prent le peage / Des joenes genz” (“at the time when Love exacts his [feudal] tribute 

from young people”; 22-23, trans. Dahlberg). Lord Love is likewise said to “beg and command” 

the composition of the dream-poem as such, in a passage I have already discussed. To the extent 

that the Lover coincides with the poem’s reader, however, his pursuit is also simultaneously the 

reader’s pursuit of the poem’s meaning: the uncovering of its allegorical truth through 

interpretive glossing. The dream-poem can therefore be seen to take as its constitutive principle 

the Aristotelian copula of desire and knowledge at the beginning of the Metaphysics: the claim 

that “All men naturally desire knowledge.” The reader’s desire to understand the dream-fable 

                                                
113 See Barolini on Dante’s “Sympathy for the Other” for further discussion of this aspect of his work. 
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coincides with the Lover/speaker’s desire for erotic release. The simultaneous “floral” or 

“natural” aspect of all of this can, again, be related to Alain’s presentation of “the world of 

nature,” the fecundity of spring, or the vernal mantle of budding figures, which clothes the earth 

as it envelops the object-to-be-unveiled beneath its sensuous surface.
114

 Arguably, such passages 

have continued to influence narrative poetry through to the Wasteland and beyond, with its 

opening invocation of spring. But the Rose’s interweaving of thematic strands can already be 

seen to synthesize a long history of hermeneutic thought that relates directly to the problematic 

by which dream/fable, as potentially lacking in inner substance – as well as historical truth – is 

opposed and subordinated to philosophy, the discourse of truth. 

 The deferred possibility that the dream-fable of the Rose will show itself to be true 

depends however on the possibility of glossing the poem in its “all.” It depends on the claim that 

everything in the poem will be shown to be true “just as it appears.” This “everything” is 

important. Perhaps the most influential of all definitions of truth is that offered by Thomas 

Aquinas in his Summa Theologica, where in fact he attributes it to the Book of Definitions by the 

ninth-century Arabic-language Jewish Neoplatonist Isaac Israeli. The passage reads: “Veritas est 

adaequatio rei et intellectus” (P. I, Q. 16, A. 2; “Truth is the equation of thought and thing”; 

trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province). Subsequently this definition is reformulated 

as: “A judgment is said to be true when it conforms to the external reality.” The dream-poem, 

again, is true to the extent that everything presented as a signifier within it equates to a real thing 

or signified concept. This explains why the dreamer must remain an open or largely unqualified 

                                                
114 Upon further engagement, Alain’s presentation of Nature, like that of Macrobius before him, reveals itself to be 

deeply unstable, and this instability points to a host of deeper problems, some of which go very deep indeed. With 
Alain specifically we may ask, is Nature simply the sensuous surface of things, or rather the totality of all that is and 

can be experienced? If the latter, then the “lack” within Nature is not something to-be-lamented but constitutive of 

Nature herself, whereas, if the former, Nature should properly have no subject position from which to complain 

(being merely the “dumb” external appearance of things as they present themselves to the bodily, i.e. the “vulgar” 

senses). 



  

89 

 

“I.” He, the “I” of the poem, coinciding with the ideal reader – who is likewise receiving an 

education in love – should remain devoid of any attributes that would mark him as anything 

more specific than the general marker his title designates (“Lover”). Otherwise, he would no 

longer qualify as a representation of lovers in general, and the poem would no longer be a work 

of philosophy. 

 This openness on the part of the poem’s subject-speaker finds its reflection in the 

openness of the Rose which he pursues. Rose is ambiguously a woman and a flower even as she 

is also, ultimately, the object of interpretation, the final truth to-be-unveiled if the dream-fable is 

true. The Rose within the poem, however, can be distinguished from the woman to whom the 

poem is dedicated, who need not in fact be named “Rose” at all, if we consider the poem’s 

dedication to her carefully: 

 Or doint dieus qu’an gre le reçoive 

 Cele pour cui je l’ai empris. 

 C’est cele qui tant a de pris 

 Et tant est digne d’estre amee 

 Qu’ele doit estre rose clamee. (31-44)
115

 

It is not necessarily the case that Rose is the name of the woman mentioned in this passage since, 

strictly speaking, all that we know of this woman is that she has the “value” of this flower. I note 

the economic aspect of the woman’s characterization, which reduces an actual woman, external 

to the poem, to an erotic commodity: she is so “precious” and so “worthy” of being loved that 

she should (literally: “it is owed to her”) be called Rose. Her commodity value as object-of-

desire, not even her name, is literally all we know of her. But this reflects the situation of the 

                                                
115 “and God grant that she for whom I have undertaken it may receive it with grace. It is she who is so precious and 

so worthy to be loved that she should be called Rose.” (Transl. Dahlberg) 



  

90 

 

Lover, about whom, in the end, all we know really is that he is a Lover; it is the very category of 

“lover” that, through this self-presentation, is being defined, and refined, through the elaboration 

of the poem. 

 The structures I have sketched out so far, in their attempt to circumvent the Platonic 

subordination of fiction to philosophy, were widely imitated in the autodiegetic poetry of the 

Middle Ages. The Rose, as I have also said, is at the very origin of Dante and Chaucer’s writing 

in particular, which is believed to begin in Dante’s case with the Fiore and the Detto d’Amore, 

comprising extended adaptations into Italian of material taken from the Rose, though formally 

distinct from it; and in Chaucer’s with the Romaunt, a literal, if partial, translation of the Rose 

into Middle English. Although there is still some controversy about the authorship of these 

works, the Fiore and the Detto notably purport to be written by a “Durante,” which is the full, 

uncontracted equivalent of Dante’s name. Chaucer himself, in the Prologue to The Legend of 

Good Women, claims to have written a translation of the Rose, which likewise bolsters the 

argument that at least the first part of the Romaunt is probably his. Direct reference to the Rose in 

Dante’s later writing, however, is famously elusive, and even Chaucer’s reference to his 

translation, in the Legend, is by no means unambiguously celebratory. Although this Prologue is 

itself a dream-poem, centering on none other than the Roseate god of Love, this god here accuses 

Chaucer of “heresy” precisely on the basis of his having written a translation of the Rose: 

 …Thou maist yt nat denye, 

 For in pleyn text, withouten nede of glose, 

 Thou hast translated the Romaunce of the Rose, 

 That is an heresye ayeins my lawe (F 327-30)  
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Chaucer’s reference to this translation as lacking “gloss” is significant since, as we will shortly 

see, it distinguishes Chaucer’s characterization of his translation from the poem as it is described 

within the dream of The Book of the Duchess. 

 Regardless of what Dante and Chaucer’s later feelings about the Rose may have been, 

there can be little doubt that they were themselves immersed in the Rose tradition. The famous 

opening passage of The Canterbury Tales contains well-known allusions to the Rose, whereas 

the equally famous opening of the Commedia cites the Rose-inspired Tesoretto of Brunetto 

Latini: a point I will return to in my fourth chapter. But let us now consider Chaucer’s most 

direct engagement with the Rose tradition and its legacy. This is his earliest original and uniquely 

un-Dantean narrative, The Book of the Duchess.  
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2.2 Dream and Fable in The Book of the Duchess 

The etymological sense of a “text” as woven “tissue” of citations has rarely been more 

literally applicable than it is for Chaucer’s Book of the Duchess.
116

 The poem narrates a dream 

which, at its conclusion, the dreamer sets out to versify on account of its “queynt” or enigmatical 

nature. In this and other respects, the Duchess follows the general paradigm established by the 

Rose while also drawing on more contemporary poems in the Rose’s manner. Chaucer recalls, in 

particular, the Fonteinne amoureuse of Guillaume de Machaut and the Paradys d’Amour of Jean 

Froissart; indeed there is a way in which these three poems can be thought of as a discrete series 

responding to the legacy of the Rose, as they also answer each other in turn.
117

 Thus Chaucer’s 

Duchess begins by adapting Froissart’s Paradys, which in turn cites Machaut’s Fonteinne. All 

three of these poems, though two of them are in French, were written during approximately the 

same decade, by writers well-familiar with England and the English court. At this point, 

Chaucer’s poetic background was predominantly French: Chaucer is not believed to have read 

Dante or Boccaccio at the time he wrote the Duchess, which according to Spearing is, with the 

probable exception of Wynnere and Wastoure, the earliest autodiegetic narrative in Middle 

English.
118

 The Book of the Duchess is therefore in many ways a very French poem, even as it 

also marks something very like the beginning of English literature. The Duchess is, namely, the 

                                                
116 According to Crane (1992, p. 59) there are more than twenty French sources that have been connected by 

scholars to The Book of the Duchess, a great many of which are dream-poems. See also discussion of borrowings 

from French poetry in Muscatine, Wimsatt, Nolan, Phillips, and Butterfield. 
117 For the relationship of Froissart’s poem to the Fonteinne of Machaut, see discussion in Huot (1987). As well as 

imitating the opening of Froissart’s poem in some detail, Chaucer mentions, for example, Froissart’s invented figure 

“Enclimpostair” (see discussion in Cartier), and also borrows directly from Machaut’s Fonteinne as well (see 

Kittredge’s early article on this topic, “Guillaume de Machaut and the Book of the Duchess”). I note that the ironic 

figure of Enclimpostair alludes to the non-royal status of Froissart and Chaucer (in contrast to the Duke of 

Machaut’s poem, or indeed to Alcyone) since, according to Ovid, Morpheus only appears to “kings and dukes” 

(“regibus … ducibusque,” 644): i.e. generals, to take the Latin in its earlier sense. 
118 Spearing (2012): “It is a striking fact that there is almost no writing of this kind in English until three centuries 

after the Norman Conquest: nearly all England fictional writing in those three centuries consist of heterodiegetic 

narratives and first-person lyrics. Few probably would deny that this is so, yet the fact has evidently not been 

regarded as significant; certainly it has not been a topic of discussion.” See the introduction to this book more 

broadly for elaboration of this point and its significance. 
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earliest original narrative composition by the first canonical English writer.
119

 As Butterfield has 

shown, the Duchess is interesting in part because it confounds reduction to simplistic national-

linguistic literary histories, being both very French and very English at the same time, and this 

national-linguistic hybridity has further implications for the poem’s form and meaning.
120

 

 Above all, Chaucer’s engagement with French literature is an engagement with the Rose. 

It is not only that Chaucer’s Duchess was influenced by and imitates the Rose: the poem contains 

a fantastic representation of the Rose within it, which is also a representation of the Rose’s 

representation of itself as fully explicable text, which is to say, its constitutive claim to be a work 

of philosophy rather than a fable. This representation may be found shortly after the 

commencement of the dream-narrative proper, when the dreamer seems to awake to find himself 

within a lavish, painted chamber. As he looks around the chamber is illuminated by sunlight and 

made to resonate with the sound of harmonious birdsong from the outside. The dreamer then sees 

that “alle the walles with colours fine / Were peynted, bothe text and glose, / Of al the Romaunce 

of the Rose” (332-33). All the walls are painted with all the poem: a perfect correspondence of 

medium and subject, signifier and signified. Chaucer goes on to underscore that there is “nat an 

hole” (324) to be seen within the chamber, the windows of which depict the Matter of Troy. 

Commentators have sometimes puzzled at Chaucer’s claiming that both the text and the gloss of 

                                                
119 The canonizing constellation “Chaucer, Gower, and Lydgate” emerged shortly after Chaucer’s death, and was 

likely influenced by the Italian tradition of labeling “Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio” as the tre corone or “three 

crowns” (see discussion in Clarke); The Canterbury Tales is believed to be the earliest book produced by William 

Caxton upon his establishing the first printing press in England in 1476. (Dante’s Commedia had first been printed 

in Foligno in 1472.) The reception of French medieval writers is somewhat more complicated, but it is notable that 

Machaut and Froissart were the earliest French poets to have their works collected in single-volume codices. Thus 

Huot (1987), for example, emphasizes “the prefatory function of the Paradis as the opening piece in a collection 

portraying the poetic career of an individual” (307). 
120 Butterfield: “In a sense we could regard The Book of the Duchess, written soon after Frossart’s departure from 

England, as Chaucer’s bid to borrow his mantle. [...] My suggestion is that his opening word-for-word translation of 
the Paradys represents a complex negotiation on his part between Froissart and Machaut, an intervention in their 

debate about subjectivity. We might first note the dominant strand of linguistic anxiety in the Book of the Duchess. 

This anxiety takes several forms, one about his own articulacy in English, and others that include the lack of 

response to the abruptly terminated story of Ceyx and Alcyone as well as the cross-firing misunderstandings 

between the ‘man in blak’ and the poet’s ‘I’” (281-82). 
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the Rose were depicted, since strictly speaking the Rose does not have a gloss. The Rose 

purports, as I have said, to gloss itself, and this self-explication comprises the matter of the 

poem, as well as the means by which it circumvents the subordination of fiction to philosophy. It 

is significant, however, that this representation of the Rose occurs within a dream. The flattened-

out wholeness of the Rose, which like many other fantastical elements of the dream is a cause of 

wonder to Chaucer’s dreamer, may literally be said to be an explication: it is an “unfolding” of 

the dream-poem’s figures such that they have been rendered perfectly flat and apprehensible in 

their “al.” Chaucer’s dream of the Rose, in short, is the Rose’s dream of itself: the dream of a 

one-to-one correspondence between signifier and signified, word and thing, offered lucidly and 

simultaneously. 

 The fantasy of a perfectly explicable text is extended in Chaucer’s dream to literature 

more generally. It is not only the Rose that is depicted in the dreamer’s chamber, but also “hooly 

al the story of Troye” (326) which is painted on the chamber windows. Before the dreamer 

recognizes these depictions, the chamber has begun to resound with a heavenly birdsong: “For al 

my chamber gan to rynge / Thurgh syngynge of her armonye” (312-13). Light penetrates the 

chamber through its windows, piercing it with golden streams as it passes through the clear, blue 

sky: “And throgh the glas the sonne shon / Upon my bed with bryghte bemes, / With many glade 

gilde stremes” (336-38). Although the matter of Troy is the paradigmatic matter of epic poetry, 

the distinction between “romaunce” and “story,” in Chaucer’s terminology, is not 

insignificant.
121

 Elsewhere in the Duchess, Chaucer alludes to the “story” or history of Livy 

(1084-86), whereas the term “romaunce” (48) describes a book of “fables” (52), doubtful stories, 

that is read by the dreamer before he falls asleep. This distinction may further be reflected by the 

fact that the less fabulous or improbable-seeming history of Troye is exhibited on the 

                                                
121 See discussion in Minnis; also Bietenholz for the history of these terms more broadly. 
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illuminated, and illuminating, windows, while the Rose is depicted on the chamber’s opaque 

interior walls. Nonetheless, both of these textual matters – the dream-chamber is clearly a 

fantastic sort of book, a fantasy-allegory of reading – are perceived by the dreamer in the same 

way.
122

 Both are grasped in terms of flattening-out which is a total and simultaneous explication. 

This is what books do, or supposed to do, according to the dream which is a Book itself. 

 But the way in which the Duchess characterizes itself contrasts sharply with these oneiric 

fantasies. At the conclusion of Chaucer’s poem, it is the “queynt” or enigmatic aspect of the 

dream that motivates his determination to “be processe of tyme, / Fonde to put this sweven in 

ryme” (1332). This adjective “queynt” deserves further consideration. In Chaucer’s Middle 

English, the word “queynt,” deriving from the Old French “cointe,” characterizes something as 

“clever, pretty, artful or strange.” In The House of Fame, Chaucer uses this word to describe the 

“queynt maner of figures” (126) that are depicted on the Temple of Glass; the “queynt array” 

(228) worn by Venus as she rides out to meet her son Aeneas; and, twice (in 1923 and 1925) the 

labyrinthine House of Twigs which is also the House of Rumor (i.e. idle talk, fable). In the 

Duchess, the word “queynt” appears twice within the dream-narrative proper, which is primarily 

concerned with relating an encounter between the dreamer and a mysteriously melancholy 

knight. During this encounter the knight tells how, when he first encounters the woman he loved, 

the woman named White, his mind had become a sort of tabula rasa – a “whyte wal or table” 

such as is capable of catching and taking in (781-84) any manner of “queynte” portraiture or 

painting – because of his service to Lord Love. Here again, the word “queynt” refers to 

something artful or complex. The knight’s speech itself, by contrast, is emphatically not 

“queynt” (531) – difficult, dense, figurative – and it is for this reason that the dreamer begins to 

                                                
122 It is of course notable in this respect that many of the Rose’s manuscripts are lavishly illustrated: the unfolding of 

the poem’s verbal texture into atemporal space, though not exactly an act of glossing, and never total (rendering the 

poem in its “all”), is certainly an aspect of the manuscript tradition. 
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“acqueynte” (532) himself with him, finding the knight to be extremely “tretable” (533). In The 

House of Fame, this pairing of the adjective quaint with the verb acquaint has sexual 

implications, since the relevant passage euphemistically but unmistakably describes a sex act 

occurring between Dido and Aeneas.
123

 This has implications for the dreamer’s attempt to “treat” 

or penetrate the meaning of the knight’s speech, which in other words is lucid, masculine. And 

here I must point out that, as is specifically noted by the Middle English Dictionary, Chaucer’s 

French-derived adjective “queynt” is virtually indistinguishable from the older Germanic word 

for female genitalia which makes a well-known appearance in The Miller’s Tale, among other 

places. All of this is to say that Chaucer’s emphatically quaint dream is also emphatically 

fabulous: a feminized and enigmatic, but therefore also deceptive and disruptive, speech-act. It 

conceals through ornate figures, like the siren-fables of Boethius, its underlying content. 

 Chaucer’s dream of writing as wholly explicated in its “all” must therefore be taken 

against the larger backdrop of his poem in which enigma, and the struggle to communicate, are 

generally pervasive. The opening words of the poem, “I have gret wonder, be this lighte, / How 

that I live” (1-2), designate the speaker in his very person as enigmatic. His own being has 

                                                
123 The full passage is interesting and relevant for our consideration of Chaucer’s writing more broadly: 
“And, shortly of this thyng to pace, 

She [Venus] made Eneas so in grace 

Of Dido, quene of that contree, 

That, shortly for to tellen, she 

Becam hys love and let him doo 

All that weddynge longeth too [i.e. they had sex]. 

What shulde I speke more queynte [emphasis added], 

Or peyne me my wordes peynte 

To speke of love? Hyt wol not be; 

I kan not of that faculte [i.e. the speaker, here literally Chaucer, is impotent or castrated]. 

And eke to telle the manere 

How they aqueynted in fere [emphasis added; “in fere” is glossed “together” by the Riverside editors], 
Hyt were a long proces to telle [it is by process of time that the Duchess is to be rhymed at its conclusion], 

And over-long for yow to dwelle.” (239-252). 

Three times, I note, Chaucer’s reluctance to speak of sex/love is here formulated in terms of an aversion to wasted 

time. His concluding remark might be compared to Dante’s reluctance to “soprastare” his passions and youthful 

affections in the Vita Nuova (as I’ll discuss in my next chapter) lest his speech appear fabulous (“fabuloso”). 
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become a  mystery to him, something he cannot explain. The dream that follows is proclaimed, 

in a passage I will turn to shortly, to be so “wonderful” (227) that it could not be “red” by 

anyone. In other words, the reality of the dreamer’s dream, and of the dreamer’s poem, are 

diametrically opposed to the dream of the Rose as perfectly explicable and therefore 

philosophically “whole.” In Chaucer’s poem by contrast we are presented with an imaginative 

world that is profoundly wondrous or inexplicable: it is full of things that lack explanation or 

cannot properly be accounted for. To take one paradigmatic example, as the dreamer passes 

through the poem’s Roseate landscape he proclaims he saw so many creatures there that not even 

Argus, the inventor of Arabic numerals, could count them even though by these figures he can 

count everything: 

Shortly, hyt was so ful of bestes 

That thogh Argus, the noble countour, 

Sete to rekene in hys countour, 

And rekene with his figures ten – 

For by tho figures mowe al ken, 

Yf they be crafty, rekene and noumbre, 

And telle of every thing the noumbre – 

Yet shoulde he fayle to rekene even 

The wondres me mette in my sweven. (434-42) 

The slippery syntax of this sentence, beginning with “bestes” and ending with the dream’s 

“wondres” in general – as the objects being reckoned by the “noble counter” Argus – adequately 

reflects the general sense of wonder and dispersion that is characteristic of the poem.
124

 It is not 

                                                
124 The standard overview of the topic of medieval wonder has become Caroline Walker Bynum’s talk before the 

American Historical Association. 
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only that the objects of the dream cannot, in defiance of logic, be adequately quantified through 

the use of numerical figures; these very objects are themselves “wonders” to begin with.  

 The dreamer is drawn to the knight as a melancholy figure dressed all in black. Despite 

this knight’s speaking in a manner that, as I have said, Chaucer claims is neither tough nor 

quaint, he nonetheless fails over hundreds of lines to communicate the cause of his melancholy 

appearance.
125

 Three times the knight berates the dreamer for his inability to understand what he 

has said, reprimanding him for his inability to comprehend speech. On each such occasion the 

knight’s reprimand is similarly formulated. To take one instance as representative: “quod he; ‘hit 

is nat so, / Thou [the dreamer] woste ful litel what thou menest; / I have lost more than thow 

wenest’” (740-44). It is not only that the dreamer has failed to comprehend the knight’s meaning: 

he has failed, reading more literally, to comprehend even the meaning of his own words, since 

the knight’s complaint is that the dreamer does not know what he himself intends to say. 

Modernizing somewhat, the knight’s complaint could read: it is not so, / you know full little what 

you mean / I have lost more than you gather. The literal matter of the poem, the central object 

that it would relate, is itself in other words a failure to communicate yet another more sublime 

object that informs the poem but remains out of reach; the poem represents a failure of 

representation. And this paradoxical structure is reduplicated on the level of the dream-poem’s 

“frame,” since the dreamer’s encounter with the knight, as I will illustrate shortly, replicates the 

reader’s engagement with the dreamer at the beginning of the Duchess. The dreamer’s failure to 

penetrate the knight’s secret is simultaneously “our” failure to understand the dreamer, just as, in 

the Rose, the Lover’s pursuit of the Rose is “our” pursuit of the dream-poem’s meaning. 

                                                
125 Fradenburg has discussed the interaction between the dreamer and the knight in relation to Freud’s distinction 

between mourning and melancholia (105). 
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 Disrupting the Rose’s promise of a philosophical meaning to be unfurled, Chaucer’s 

narrator emphasizes in fact throughout that explication cannot be perfectly accomplished in 

relation to his dream. Thus the narrator of Chaucer’s poem cites Macrobius in a passage which 

echoes and inverts the citation of Macrobius at the beginning of the Rose: 

 Me mette so ynly swete a sweven, 

 So wonderful that never yit 

 Y trowe no man had the wyt 

 To konne wel my sweven rede; 

 No, not Joseph, withoute drede, 

 Of Egipte, he that redde so 

 The kynges metynge Pharao, 

 No more than koude the lest of us; 

 Ne nat skarsly Macrobeus 

 (He that wrot al th’avysyoun 

 That he mette, kyng Scipioun, 

 The noble man, the Affrikan –  

 Such marvayles fortuned than), 

 I trowe, arede my dremes even. 

 Loo, thus hyt was; thys was my sweven. (276-90) 

We know that Chaucer specifically has the Rose in mind in this passage because Scipio was not a 

king though he is so called in both these places. In the Rose, Macrobius is cited as “guarantor” of 

the poem’s originary claim that there is truth to be found in dream; this claim supplies in turn the 

basis for the dream-poem’s claim not to be fable. The speaker of the Duchess, exactly contrary to 
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this, cites Macrobius in order to deny that anyone could interpret his dream correctly. No one, he 

claims, could succeed in transforming his particular dream-fable into philosophy. This is not to 

say the dream has no meaning but simply that its meaning cannot be accessed through exegesis. 

The dreamer emphasizes this claim by reduplicating it, drawing one example from Roman 

history, and another from Hebrew Scripture: neither of the royal dream-interpreters Macrobius or 

Joseph could, with a surprising democratic turn, “read” the dream better than “the least of us.” 

Chaucer parodies the constitutive logic of the Rose, denying the possibility of his dream-poem’s 

being explicated. 

 This inversion of the Rose’s promise to reveal an inner meaning reflects and extends the 

self-characterization of the Duchess’s speaker in a preceding passage. In Macrobius, the 

difference between philosophy and fable is defined by a lack that is psychosexually determined. 

The dreamer-speaker of the Rose has being as a Lover to the extent that he succeeds in his erotic 

objective. In the Duchess, by contrast, the dreamer-speaker identifies with the lack or enigma 

that characterizes his larger project from the very beginning of the poem: 

 I have gret wonder, be this lyght, 

 How that I lyve, for day ne nyght 

 I may nat slepe wel nygh noght; 

 I have so many an ydel thoght 

 Purely for defaute of slep 

 That, by my trouthe, I take no kep 

 Of nothing, how hyt cometh or gooth, 

 Ne me nys nothyng leef nor loofth. 

 Al is ylyche good to me –  



  

101 

 

 Joye or sorowe, wherso hyt be –  

 For I have felynge in nothyng, 

 But as yt were a mased thyng, 

 Always in poynt to falle a-doun; 

 For sorwful ymagynacioun 

 Ys alway hooly in my mynde. 

 And wel ye woot, agaynes kynde 

 Hyt were to lyven in thys wyse… (1-17) 

Far from being self-explicable in his “al,” the speaker of the Duchess has lost the ability to make 

any distinctions whatsoever: all is equally good for him. He suffers on account of an indefinable 

“sickness” which is also a “sorrowful imagination” of an unnamed object. Lacking inner 

substance, the dreamer keeps “falling down,” which is almost literally to say, with my apologies, 

he cannot keep it up. This “unnatural” position (“agaynes kynde”) is that of unredeemed fable: 

the position of Boethius before the intervention of Philosophy; the position of the Lover before 

he proves himself to be a lover through his obtaining of the Rose. 

 Chaucer’s speaker may also be distinguished therefore from that of Froissart, whose 

Paradys d’Amour is adapted in its opening lines. The speaker of the Paradys cannot sleep 

because of his unfulfilled desire for a beautiful woman: 

 Je sui de moi en grant mervelle 

 Comment tant vifs car moult je velle 

 Et on ne poroit en vellant 

 Trouver de moi plus travellant 

 Car bien sachies que par vellier 
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 Me viennet souvent travellier 

 Pensees et merancolies 

 Qui me son tens ou coer liies 

 Et pas ne les puis desliier 

 Car ne vuel la belle oubliier 

 Pour quelle amour en ce travel 

 Je sui entres et tant je vel. (1-12)
126

 

This speaker’s insomnia relates to his being in a state of unfulfilled erotic suspension: a state that 

corresponds with his lack of knowledge about himself. Like the speaker of the Duchess, he 

wonders greatly at how he is still alive despite his insomnia, but in Froissart’s poem the 

speaker’s desire is unexpectedly and paradoxically fulfilled by dream-vision that follows. 

Praying to the sleep-god Morpheus, a figure borrowed from Ovid via Machaut, the speaker falls 

asleep and enters an amorous afterlife, “the paradise of Love.” Much of Froissart’s basic material 

is imitated from the Rose, but the concerns of the Paradys are more metapoetic than 

philosophical. Here the dreamer manages to win the approval of officious deities through his 

performance of lyric poems, and ultimately he also wins the approval of the woman he desires: 

 [The lady:] dist la balade est moult bonne 

 Sest drois que le capelet donne 

                                                
126 “I marvel greatly at how I stay alive, 

For I lie awake so many nights 

And one could not find any man 

More tormented in his sleepless plight; 

For, you see, as I lie awake 

There often come to worry me 

Heavy thoughts and melancholies 
That are shackles on my heart. 

And I cannot undo them, 

For I don’t wish to forget the beautiful one 

For whose love I began this suffering 

And lie awake so much.” (Trans. Figg and Palmer) 
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 A celui qui la ordonnee 

 Lors ma dame com bien senee 

 Le capelet qui fu estrois 

 Frema elle de ses biaus dois 

 De la fleur ou je me delite 

 Que je vous nomme margerite 

 Moult fu li capeles jolis 

 Ma dame adont par grans delis 

 Me fist basier le capelet 

 Puis le baisa et puis le met 

 Sus mes ceveles demi lons 

 Et puis dist alons alons 

 Esbanoiier dune aultre part 

 Ou mouvement et ou regard 

 De la belle plaisans et douce 

 Plaisance ce mest vis matouse 

 Pour ceste cause tressalli 

 Adont a mon songe faili (1666-85)
127

 

                                                
127 [The lady:] “The ballade is quite good, 

And it is right that I give the garland 

To the man who composed it.” 

Then my lady, like one wise in years, 

Finished the tightly made garland 

With her beautiful fingers, 
With the flower in which I delight, 

Which I call marguerite. 

The garland was extremely pretty. 

My lady then with great delight 

Had me kiss the garland, 
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Like in the Rose, the name of the desired woman is that of a flower: Marguerite, meaning 

“daisy.” But this passage is metapoetic as well as erotic. On the one hand, the woman’s touch 

leads the dreamer to tremble and wake, which clearly implies a nocturnal emission. On the other 

hand, the bestowal on the poet of a garland of daisies simultaneously suggests that, as in 

Petrarch, the pursuit of the beloved woman is always already the pursuit of poetic fame. The 

garland is made up of “daisies” just like the poem itself, and notably an anthology is literally a 

“garland of flowers.” To the extent that Froissart’s poem is pleasing to his readers therefore it 

succeeds paradoxically in fulfilling its own desire: in transforming a nothing (the lack that 

characterizes the speaker at the poem’s beginning) into a something (the rewards of poetry). 

Froissart’s poem may be more explicitly metapoetic than the Rose, but its solipsistic or self-

authorizing play clearly derives from self-referential passages in the thirteenth-century poem: for 

example, the Lover’s first glimpsing the Rose as reflected in the Well of Narcissus. 

 In Chaucer’s Duchess, by contrast, the subject-speaker is defined not by his paradoxical 

fulfillment of a constitutive lack, but rather by his insistence that his constitutive lack cannot ever 

be fulfilled. The speaker becomes an object of interpretation for others. He is himself an object 

of wonder to “men” (30), just as dream was an object of wonder to “Maintes genz” at the 

beginning of the Rose (1). In this position, the unstable dreamer of Chaucer’s poem derives 

however a certain paradoxical substance which is structurally analogous to that of fable. Fable is 

only fable so long as it is unexplicated, so long as it has not been shown to be integumental 

                                                                                                                                                       
Then kissed it herself and put it 

On my shoulder-length hair, 

And then said: "Let us go, let us go, 

Enjoy ourselves somewhere else." 
At the movement and the glance 

Of the beautiful, pleasing, and sweet lady, 

Pleaure, it seemed to me, touched me; 

For this reason I shivered, 

At which point I fell from my dream. (Trans. Figg and Barton) 
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philosophy. Rather than Gertrude Stein’s a rose is a rose is a rose, which is indeed characteristic 

of the inaugural dream-poem, the Duchess comes closer to the Epimenides paradox: the 

statement “All Cretans are liars,” as uttered by a Cretan. Nonetheless, Chaucer’s self-fulfilling 

promises gesture to and parody those of the dream-writing tradition. Thus he aligns his poem not 

with the philosophical commentary of Macrobius but rather with an emphatically fabulous text, 

the tale of Ceyx and Alcyone as told in in Ovid’s Metamorphoses. As a “romaunce” or “book of 

fables,”  “written in ryme by clerkes to be red,” this narrative is inherently doubtful and unstable. 

The knowledge that the dreamer gains from his reading is that there are multiple gods: gods who 

can be invoked, albeit “in game,” to help with his insomnia. This is precisely the sort of false, 

fabulous knowledge that the Church Fathers feared would result from the reading of pagan 

literature, but it is also the sort of knowledge found useful by Froissart in his writing of poetry. 

Reading is thus a sort of game. It is taken up not for truth’s sake, or in order to gain true 

information, but in order to pass more quickly the excess time resulting from the speaker’s 

failure to sleep. The narrator’s taking too seriously the book’s claim about sleep-gods, his taking 

in earnest what was meant in game, is an error comparable to that of mistaking dream for waking 

life: precisely the error into which we are invited by the sirens. This error is clearly identified 

with the dream of the Duchess that follows: a dream that the fabulous reading inspires. Without 

the Ovidian fable, we are told, the dreamer could not sleep, and the dream would never have 

occurred in the first place. The writing-down of the dream, its composition in rhyming couplets, 

is taken up at its conclusion with the “book” still in the dreamer’s hand, and both are described 

as books that have been put in rhyme.
128

 There is furthermore a narrative relationship between 

                                                
128Therwyth I awook myselve 

And fond me lyinge in my bed; 

And the book that I hadde red, 

Of Alcione and Seys the kyng, 
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the romance and the dream-narrative of the Duchess, which it introduces and brings about. Both 

of these texts are not only about dream but, more particularly, spousal death. 

 As we will see, Chaucer’s selection of this particular myth follows partly the precedent of 

Machaut and Froissart, but already in Ovid the story of Ceyx and Alcyone is rich in metapoetic 

implications, which Chaucer plays with and modifies.
129

 Along with Commentary on the Dream 

of Scipio, and some brief passages in Virgil, it was also one of the most important sources for 

medieval readers about how dreaming was understood in classical antiquity, influencing in this 

respect much of Boccaccio’s entry on Somnus (“Sleep”) in the Genealogia deorum gentilium. 

The essential matter of the myth as originally told, the transformation of Ceyx and Alcyone into 

birds, predates Ovid and can be found in the Catalogue of Women attributed to Hesiod.
130

 But 

this version, in which the transformation is a punishment imposed by the gods out of envy, 

differs in many respects from the better-known narrative told by Ovid, who was its probable 

originator. In Ovid’s emphatically fabulous story, King Ceyx is required, despite the heartfelt 

objections of his wife Alcyone, to go to sea where unbeknownst to her he is drowned during a 

storm. By continuing to pray for her husband’s safe return, Alcyone annoys the goddess Juno, 

who, knowing Ceyx to be dead, disdains to receive further offerings on his behalf. In order to 

stop Alcyone, Juno sends her messenger Iris down to the cave of Somnus (“Sleep”), instructing 

Somnus to send his son Morpheus, in the guise of Ceyx, to inform Alcyone of the latter’s 

                                                                                                                                                       
And of the goddess of slepyng, 

I fond hyt in myn hond ful even. 

Thoghte I, “Thys ys so queynt a sweven 

That I wol, be processe of tyme, 

Fonde to put this sweven in ryme 

As I kan best, and that anoon.” 

This was my sweven; now hyt ys doon. (1324-34) 
129 See discussion in Mühlethaler for a broad overview of this myth’s persistent appeal to the increasingly 
autobiographicizing French poets of the later Middle Ages. See also Blumenfeld-Kosinski and Griffin for the use of 

Ovid by French medieval authors more broadly. 
130 The abbreviated version of the story of Ceyx and Alcyone, as told by Hyginus, was previously thought to be a 

possible source of the Metamorphoses. It seems much more likely however that Hyginus was influenced by Ovid, 

rather than vice versa, since this is clearly the case in other places, and where indeed Hyginus cites Ovid as a source. 
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demise. Morpheus does this, appearing to Alcyone in a dream, and speaking to her as if he were 

her husband. Upon failing to embrace her husband’s shade however Alcyone wakes and, 

believing at once the truth of what she has seen, proceeds to the seashore where she intends to 

kill herself. Upon her arrival there however she encounters the washed-up body of Ceyx. 

Intending to kill herself by leaping into the sea, Alcyone and her husband are pitied by the gods 

above, who transform them into the “halcyon” birds, or kingfishers, that nest by the seaside 

during winter calm. 

 Ovid’s story contains the earliest known appearance of the name Morpheus, which he 

likely made up. Derived from the Greek word for “form” (morphe), the name resembles that of 

the archpoet Orpheus, whose story is concluded in this same book of the Metamorphoses. The 

title of Ovid’s poem, whose basic topic is announced as “changed forms” (mutatas … formas) at 

its beginning, can further be related to the name of the Ovidian personage, who is therefore 

emblematic of Ovid’s project as a whole. It is literature itself, and specifically the poetry of 

Ovid, that accomplishes the transformations attributed to the gods in Ovid’s account. In the myth 

of Ceyx and Alcyone, more particularly, it is Ovid’s poetry which succeeds in conferring on the 

estranged lovers a sort of compensatory afterlife in which their names are permanently joined. 

Indeed, Alcyone’s death-wish is explicitly formulated as the desire to become writing: “If not in 

an urn,” she exclaims, in determining on her fatal leap, “then nonetheless writing [“littera”; 

emphasis added] will join us on a sepulcher: if I will not touch his bones with my bones, then I 

will touch his name with my name (11.705-07).
131

 Alcyone’s desire may be compared to that of 

Ovid himself as expressed at the conclusion of his poem, where he famously declares he will live 

                                                
131 “inque sepulcro / si non urna, tamen iunget nos littera: si non / ossibus ossa meis, at nomen nomine tangam” 

(11.705-07). 
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on in his “indelebile nomen” so long as the Latin language continues to resound.
132

 Ovid’s 

imagined “transformation” in this passage furthermore, like that of Alcyone, is specifically 

formulated in terms of flight (“super alta perennis / astra ferar”). The metamorphosis of Ovid’s 

story is very much the impossible transformation performed by poetry. 

 This myth’s metapoetic aspect helps to explain the great interest it held for the dream-

poets of the fourteenth century. After the composition of the Ovide moralisé, the story of Ceyx 

and Alcyone is featured in the Fonteinne amoureuse of Guillaume de Machaut, which is 

prominently cited in the Duchess along with Froissart’s Paradys.
133

 In Machaut’s poem, the 

myth serves to present a fantastic vision of writing’s dream-like power to transcend the logical 

binary of absence and presence. I can hardly do justice here to this extraordinary and virtuosic 

work, but in short, the lover of Machaut’s poem tells the story of Ceyx and Alcyone as he 

laments, in exile, that he has neither “ink nor parchment” with which to communicate with his 

beloved wife.
134

 Desperately envying the position of the drowned Ceyx, he wishes for a 

                                                
132 Iamque opus exegi, quod nec Iovis ira nec ignis 

nec poterit ferrum nec edax abolere vetustas. 

cum volet, illa dies, quae nil nisi corporis huius 

ius habet, incerti spatium mihi finiat aevi: 

parte tamen meliore mei super alta perennis 

astra ferar, nomenque erit indelebile nostrum, 
quaque patet domitis Romana potentia terris, 

ore legar populi, perque omnia saecula fama, 

siquid habent veri vatum praesagia, vivam. (15.871-79) 
133 The relation in the Ovide moralisé, as is usual in this work, concludes with an allegorical explication of the tale’s  

meaning: “Or vous vueil espondre briement / De ces fables l’entendement”(11.3789). The five sailors who attend to 

Ceyx can be interpreted, for example, according to this poem, as the five natural senses that help one to move 

through the perilous sea of the world (as conducted by the winds of grace), etc. 
134 Trouver n’i puis ne say autre chemin, 

Car messagiers, ancre ne parchemin, (748) 

Ne moy, n’autrui, n’i puelent mettre fin. 

Mais je suppose 

Qu’elle en dormant voie que je ne fin 
De li amer et servir de cuer fin (752) 

Et qu’en servant tous me mine et affin. 

S’elle s'oppose, 

Que me porra profiter ceste chose? 

Mais s’en con cuer tient secretement close 
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miraculous dream like that of Alcyone, but as in the subsequent Paradys of Jean Froissart, this 

dream-wish will unexpectedly be fulfilled by the poem itself. Machaut’s poem is Alcyone’s 

dream: it will ultimately be sent overseas to the beloved spouse in order to console her for her 

husband’s absence. This self-representation is possible because the poem consists, in part, of a 

long complainte that the lover speaks to himself at night: a speech which is overheard and copied 

down by the poem’s insomniac speaker-scribe. Machaut’s oblique identification the lover-

nobleman with his patron Jean Duc de Berry by means of an anagram, and of the somewhat 

ridiculous speaker-poet with himself – he is startled out of bed because he is afraid of ghosts – is 

a definite influence on Chaucer’s Duchess, where it is implied through wordplay that the knight 

is meant to represent John of Gaunt, and therefore the dreamer-speaker, Chaucer.
135

 Although the 

poem responds to the particular historical circumstances its composition, it is ultimately less 

about these circumstances, however, than it is about writing’s capacity to transcend the apparent 

limitations of logic. Answering the lover’s complainte is an equally long consolation, likewise in 

metrical stanzas, in which the dreamer and lover are consoled by an allegorical goddess and a 

dream-representation of the beloved woman: a passage that may very well recall, again, the 

Consolation of Boethius. That both the nobleman and the scribe miraculously share the same 

dream is taken by them as a sign of this dream’s truth. But poetry itself is exactly such a 

miraculous fantasy: a “dream” that can be shared by multiple readers at once. Indeed, the poem 

                                                                                                                                                       
De Morpheus la parole et enclose, 

Et le matin, (758) 

Au resveillier, l’en souveigne et la glose 

Et qu’elle dongne a chascun mot sa glose, 

Certes, je tien que mon fait se repose 

En dras de lin. (747-62) 

It is notable that, in this passage, the beloved’s interpretation of the fabulous dream, upon waking, is presented 
precisely as an act of glossing (“That she give to each word its gloss”). 
135 Hoepfner’s reading of the anagram produces the names “Guillaumes de Machaut” and “Je[h]anes duc [de] Berry 

e Overngne.” John, Duke of Berry was a hostage of the English crown until 1369, according to the terms of the 

Treaty of Bretigny. A large body of criticism has been produced examining the relationship between Chaucer’s 

poem and the “patron” it alludes to, John of Gaunt, through wordplay in the concluding lines of the dream. 
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concludes by asking “Was this not well dreamt?” – a question that reinforces the 

interchangeability of dream and fable.
136

 This perhaps explains why the alternate title of this 

work, though only partly a dream-narrative, is the “Livre de Morpheus” (or “Book of 

Morpheus”; it is referred to four times as such in the Voir Dit, at 53, 69, 241, and 331).
137

 

 In Ovid, the figure of Morpheus is not yet properly a god but rather a son of the sleep-god 

Somnus. The gradual rise to prominence of Morpheus, who in Froissart eclipses Somnus 

altogether, may partly reflect the metapoetic implications of this figure for the highly self-

conscious poets I am discussing. Morpheus’s name, as I have said, recalls that of Orpheus, the 

mythological poet, and Froissart demonstrates his consciousness of this resemblance through his 

juxtaposition of the names of Orpheus and Morpheus at the conclusion of his poem (1712-18). 

Indeed, Froissart’s movement through the “Paradise of Love” recalls that of Orpheus through 

Hades. Both poets, through their performance, gradually win the approval of gods and onlookers 

as they move through afterlife realms. In one particularly virtuosic and Ovidian lyric, the lai, 

Froissart insists that he is not Orpheus “who put the gods to sleep with his songs and his sweet 

melodious sounds.”
 138

 But the dreamer’s ultimate accomplishment of his mission belies this 

dissociative claim. Orpheus is of course most famous for his briefly successful attempt to 

retrieve his dead wife Eurydice from the underworld. But there is also a Narcissistic or “queer” 

Orpheus whom we should consider in this context. After his failure to retrieve Eurydice, Orpheus 

                                                
136 This passage is cogently discussed by Jacqueline Cerquiglini in the introduction to her edition of this poem. She 

characterizes the poem as a treatise on dream, and draws attention to its recollection of the opening of the Rose: “En 

mon dormant songay un songe / Que je ne tien pa pour mensonge, / Einsois le tien a veritable / Et bon, qui qui le 

teingne a fable" (1565-1568). 
137 See Looze for discussion of the “Narcissistic” relationship between these two works of Machaut. 
138 “Je ne sui pas orpheus 

Qui par ses cancons 

Et ses douls melodieus sons 
Endormi les dieus de la jus 

Mais sui li las tantalus 

De qui li mentons 

Joint a laige et boit jusquau fons 

Et nen puet estre repeus…” (etc.; 1139-46) 
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loses all interest in women, and for this reason he is finally torn apart violently by a group of 

angry Maenads. The death of Orpheus is recounted in Metamorphoses 11, the very same book of 

the Metamorphoses where Ovid tells the story of Ceyx and Alcyone. This makes the copula 

Orpheus/Morpheus a singularly apt figure for amorous dream-poetry: a poetry that constitutively 

claims to be about the pursuit of a desired “other,” but which may in fact be a wholly self-

interested or masturbatory game (as the “climax” of Froissart’s poem indeed implies). It is the 

figure of Orpheus as husband, however, who would particularly have appealed to Machaut in the 

Fonteinne: a poem in which Morpheus, again, is invoked in relation to a man’s fantastical desire 

to communicate with his absent wife despite his lacking the means with which to do so. Notably, 

the evocations of Ovid by Machaut and Froissart have little to say about death, despite the fact 

that both the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice and the myth of Ceyx and Alcyone center on this 

topic: in both cases, the particularly tragic topic of the death of a beloved spouse. 

 In Chaucer’s version of the story of Ceyx and Alcyone, by contrast, as virtually all 

commentators have noted, Chaucer seizes on and emphasizes the darker and grizzlier aspects of 

Ovid’s tale. Chaucer seems fixated on the uncanny “real” elements of the story which disrupt, 

with a kind of gallows-humor, the transformative happy ending celebrated by Machaut and 

Froissart. And after all, Alcyone’s desire to embrace the dead body of her husband is not only 

self-destructive but necrophilic; Alcyone’s determination on suicide, in Ovid, is specifically a 

consequence of her failure to embrace the shade of her husband. Unlike the various writers he 

followed – Ovid, Machaut, Froissart, as well as the Ovide moralisé – Chaucer offers no 

transformative consolation, omitting the final metamorphosis entirely, which was the very germ 

of the story as Ovid received it. After Morpheus’s appearance to her, Alcyone is discarded by the 

narrator with almost comic cruelty: “With that [the dream] hir eyen up she casteth / and saw 
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noght. “Allas!” quod she for sorwe, / And deyede within the thridde morwe” (212-14). It would 

be too long, he continues, for him to “dwelle” on this “matere” any further (215-221), the matter 

being the very heart of the myth, and containing the fate of Alcyone. Reading this bleak story 

leads the dreamer into an erroneous belief in the existence of sleep-gods, and it further pained 

him all the next day: 

 Such sorowe this lady to hir tok 

 That trewely I, that made this book, 

 Had such pittee and such rowthe 

 To rede hir sorwe that, by my trowthe, 

 I ferde the worse al the morwe 

 Aftir to thenken on hir sorwe. (95-99) 

The speaker of the Duchess weeps for Alcyone much as Augustine weeps for Dido in the 

Confessions.
139

 This is a standard if double-edged consequence of reading fable, the pagan 

classics, according to medieval considerations of this topic; such reading would excite affective 

sympathies that are indeed often characterized as childish or effeminate. Implicitly, Chaucer is 

parodying the self-justification of French dream-fable in terms of truth. 

 Chaucer’s telling of the myth is a response to the poetry of Machaut and Froissart as well 

as to the Rose and dream-writing in general. In Chaucer, the Cave of Sleep is a horrid place, 

enveloped in a primordial darkness that precedes the differentiation between sight and sound. 

Dark as the pit of hell (170-71), this cave is utterly barren of light, sound, and greenery, the 

“corn” and “gras” that in Chaucer’s writing so frequently relates to the fruit of storytelling (157-

                                                
139 For discussion of this motif and its place within medieval pedagogy, see the recent book by Marjorie Curry 

Woods: “Although as an adult Augustine was guilt-ridden for having felt Dido’s emotions more powerfully than his 

own, such immersion and luxuriating in the pain of literary characters allowed schoolboys to experience varieties of 

emotion not encouraged or even tolerated outside the classroom, and these created memories that could last a 

lifetime” (22). 
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58). In his version alone, more significantly, it is not the image or “shadow” of Ceyx’s body, but 

rather this “dreynt” [drowned] body itself (195), lying on the sea floor “ful pale and nothyng 

rody” (143), that is crept into (144) and then borne forth by Morpheus (196). Chaucer thus sticks 

his finger in precisely what dream/fable cannot do. Figures can represent a signified object, but 

they cannot literally re-present, or make manifest, the absent object as such. Doing so would be 

no figurative act, but rather an actual disclosure of the thing itself, the underlying reality to which 

the dream-signifier gestures. To bracket these distinctions is literally, in this case, to bracket the 

distinction between dream and waking life. Morpheus’ materialization of the would-be object of 

signification thus anticipates Swift’s famous satire of philosophical language in Gulliver’s 

Travels, in which the philosophers of Lagado, intending to create a philosophical language – a 

perfect correspondence of one-to-one – insist on carrying around with them large sacks 

containing the very objects they mean to signify. The joke is of course that such a language, 

though precisely fantasized by the tradition of the Rose, in its dream of a perfect correspondence 

of one-to-one, in fact would be no language at all.
140

 Thus, for Chaucer, the fantasy-presentation 

                                                
140 “The other project was, a scheme for entirely abolishing all words whatsoever; and this was urged as a great 

advantage in point of health, as well as brevity. For it is plain, that every word we speak is, in some degree, a 

diminution of our lungs by corrosion, and, consequently, contributes to the shortening of our lives.  An expedient 

was therefore offered, ‘that since words are only names for things, it would be more convenient for all men to carry 
about them such things as were necessary to express a particular business they are to discourse on.’ And this 

invention would certainly have taken place, to the great ease as well as health of the subject, if the women, in 

conjunction with the vulgar and illiterate, had not threatened to raise a rebellion unless they might be allowed the 

liberty to speak with their tongues, after the manner of their forefathers; such constant irreconcilable enemies to 

science are the common people. However, many of the most learned and wise adhere to the new scheme of 

expressing themselves by things; which has only this inconvenience attending it, that if a man’s business be very 

great, and of various kinds, he must be obliged, in proportion, to carry a greater bundle of things upon his back, 

unless he can afford one or two strong servants to attend him. I have often beheld two of those sages almost sinking 

under the weight of their packs, like pedlars among us, who, when they met in the street, would lay down their 

loads, open their sacks, and hold conversation for an hour together; then put up their implements, help each other to 

resume their burdens, and take their leave. But for short conversations, a man may carry implements in his pockets, 

and under his arms, enough to supply him; and in his house, he cannot be at a loss.  Therefore the room where 
company meet who practise this art, is full of all things, ready at hand, requisite to furnish matter for this kind of 

artificial converse. Another great advantage proposed by this invention was, that it would serve as a universal 

language, to be understood in all civilised nations, whose goods and utensils are generally of the same kind, or 

nearly resembling, so that their uses might easily be comprehended.  And thus ambassadors would be qualified to 

treat with foreign princes, or ministers of state, to whose tongues they were utter strangers.” (Part III, chapter 5) 
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of the drowned body is qualified as horrible and strange. It is zombified by Morpheus: almost 

literally demonically possessed.
141

  

 The metapoetic implications of Chaucer’s treatment of the fable, culminating a particular 

genealogy of dream-writing that goes back to the Rose, can be elaborated in greater detail. 

Dream-fable, as exemplified by Machaut, Froissart, Jean de Meun and Guillaume de Lorris, 

claims a miraculous ability to transcend the logical binaries of truth/falsehood, absence/presence, 

singularity/multiplicity, matter/spirit, life/death. This transcendence is imagined as possible 

because dream-fable presents itself as a sort of game, a matter of semblance rather than 

substance, and for this reason it is also a source of pleasure. As Chaucer saw, however, the 

Rose’s imitation of philosophy, the discourse of truth, cannot ultimately be distinguished from 

the project of philosophy itself, which relies on this same pattern of deferral, this same myth of 

substitution and unfolding.
142

 Something wondrous or miraculous, and something that appears to 

be unnatural, as Isidore says in his discussion of “portents,” are literally one and the same thing. 

In reality, nothing that is can be unnatural, according to Isidore, since for him, as for Spinoza, 

nature is all that is. 

 Chaucer’s version of the dream of Alcyone presents a nightmare vision of what it would 

mean if the Rose’s self-presentation were true: what it would mean if the signifier were made to 

be literally the same thing as the object it represents. This self-identical signifier is glimpsed as a 

black herald, portending nothing so much as Alcyone’s death, which indeed it brings about. This 

death-bringing signifier, the letter that kills, relates not to dream’s untruth, its non-coadequation 

of signifier and signified, but rather to the pretension that signifier and signified are identical, 

                                                
141 Fradenburg likewise notes the creepy “demonic” aspect of this passage (94). 
142 For Hadot, “Orpheus thus penetrates the secrets of nature not through violence but through melody, rhythm, and 

harmony” (96); his harmonious penetration of the veil of nature is precisely the unfolding of scientific knowledge. 

Thomas Kuhn likewise characterization science in terms of “puzzle solving.” 
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one and the same. The symbolic order, by this logic, cannot actually arrive at the thing in itself, 

the deep truth it represents, since this would amount to not a symbolic act but rather a 

devastating eruption of the real, a tear in the fabric of the phenomenal world as we perceive it. 

The absolute or total truth, the perfectly explicated relation of signifier and signified,  though 

presupposed by philosophy as its telos, can be realized only in death, which is the limit of 

representation for this very reason; it is only “beyond the veil” of representations, in death, that 

things are just what they seem.
143

 This is why dream-writing can never fulfill its stated intention 

of self-glossing. Some figure must remain if there is meaning to be made: some object that 

exceeds and thus enables the signifying project. But let us now see how this relates to the dream-

narrative that follows. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
143 Thus Heidegger discusses death as at once the most general and the most particular of experiences (47-53). 
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2.3 The End of the Dream: The Deeth of Blaunche the Duchesse 

There are clear correspondences between the dream of the Duchess and the dream of 

Alcyone which precedes it, though the Duchess is also simultaneously, and more obviously, a 

rewriting of the Rose. Let us consider what Chaucer’s juxtaposition of these texts implies. The 

Rose can be described in terms of the pursuit of an absent object by its unnamed speaker (“the 

Lover”): a pursuit that is simultaneously erotic and hermeneutic since the arrival at the Rose is 

also the penetration of the poem’s underlying meaning, according to the Macrobian or Platonic 

structures laid out at the poem’s beginning. In Ovid, as we have seen, the absent object is Ceyx: 

a man dreamed and desired by his wife Alcyone, whose reckless pursuit of him is also 

simultaneously a pursuit of knowledge. More specifically, she prays to Juno to be informed 

whether her husband is dead or alive, and it is this prayer for knowledge that precipitates her 

miraculous dream. Although Ceyx is dead, he returns to Alcyone in sleep: a bizarre, zombie-like 

return, in Chaucer’s account, which results in Alcyone’s death. Analogously, the dream of the 

Duchess consists in large part of the attempt of the knight to communicate to the dreamer the 

matter of his loss, which is the underlying object signified by his melancholy and enigmatic 

appearance. This loss is repeatedly framed in terms of quantity, more or less – “I have lost more 

than thou wenest” is his standard refrain – and this loss will ultimately be equated with his dead 

spouse White, who occupies simultaneously the position of Rose and that of Ceyx. 

 The knight’s speech can be thought of as an Orpheus-like attempt to summon up the 

“shade” of his dead wife, which is to say her symbolic representation or equivalent. But this 

attempt emphatically fails. Despite the knight’s expenditure of considerable linguistic resources 

– metaphor, literary allusion, extended allegory, inserted lyrics – the dreamer’s effort to 
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comprehend the meaning of the knight’s speech results on three occasions in a frustrated 

outburst. The third and last of these is as follows: 

 “Bethenke how I seyde here-beforn, 

 ‘Thow wost ful lytel what thow menest; 

 I have lost more than thow wenest.’ 

 God wot, allas! Ryght that was she!” 

 “Allas, sir, how? What may that be?” 

 “She ys ded!” “Nay!” “Yis, be my trouthe!” 

 “Ys that youre los? Be God, hyt ys routhe!” 

 And with that word ryght anoon 

 They gan to strake forth; al was doon, 

 For that tyme, the hert-huntyng. (1304-13) 

In this conclusive exchange, the knight quotes his own words back to the dreamer: words that are 

a sort of text the dreamer’s gloss has failed to comprehend. Readers have sometimes felt there is 

a poignancy in the stark simplicity with which White’s loss, though never adequately 

represented, is ultimately proclaimed.
144

 But surely there is also a gallows-humor reminiscent of 

Chaucer’s account of the Ovidian myth: in which, for example, Ceyx makes the astonishing 

bathetic statement “I am but ded” (204) . These two interpretations are not wholly contradictory. 

It is as though the knight’s precise meaning, the quantity of the loss he has endured, is so great 

that nothing further can be said about it, as Chaucer’s rhyming of anoon/doon would emphasize 

(“with that word ryght anoon […] / al was doon”). Indeed, from the very beginning of the 

exchange, the knight proclaimed that it would fail, much as, at the very beginning of the 

Duchess, the speaker proclaims that his condition will never be remedied. The reference to the 

                                                
144 See Fichte for discussion of the Duchess as a “consolation.” 
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“hert-huntyng” at the conclusion of the exchange indicates retrospectively that, although it has 

presented itself as a serious and indeed a medical enterprise – the dreamer tells the knight he 

wants “to make yow hool” (553), and explicitly alludes to medical discourse – has been a game 

much like the reading of the romance was earlier. The hunt after the knight’s heart is proclaimed 

to have been carried out simultaneously with a hart-hunt in the nearby forest: the two words 

being nearly indistinguishable in Middle English. 

 Death, signifying nothing but the end of the dream, the limit of signification, may not be 

presentable within allegorical dream-poetry as such. But in Chaucer’s poem, death is signified 

through its very disruption of meaning: a structure that, as we will see, was likewise exploited at 

greater length by Dante in the Vita Nuova. Like Dante’s prosimetrum, or indeed Froissart’s 

Paradys, albeit on a smaller scale, the dream of the Duchess incorporates lyric poems that the 

knight claims to have written on a previous occasion. These lyrics are presented chiasmatically, 

the earlier within the poem being the later and the more complex, according to the given order of 

composition. This more complex lyric is something the dreamer hears the knight recite sadly to 

himself: much as the speaker of Machaut’s poem overhears and transcribes the complainte of the 

Fonteinne. The dreamer’s is therefore a sort of textual engagement with, or commentary upon, 

this enigmatic text, and ultimately it will be revealed that death is the self-same object of not 

only this lyric but the larger dream-poem as a whole: 

 I have of sorwe so gret won 

 That joye gete I never non, 

 Now that I see my lady bryght, 

 Which I have loved with al my myght, 

 Is fro me ded and ys agoon. 
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 Allas, deth, what ayleth the, 

 That thou noldest have taken me, 

 Whan that thou toke my lady swete, 

 That was so fair, so fresh, so fre, 

 So good that men may wel se 

 Of al goodnesse she had no mete! (475-86) 

Editors of the Duchess, from its earliest printing, have struggled to reconcile the metrical pattern 

of these verses with that of the larger poem, which elsewhere is consistent throughout. The 

problem is that this lyric cannot be arranged into rhyming couplets and still make sense. The 

other parts of the Duchess reads AA BB CC etc., but here in this one passage we are offered the 

rhyme scheme AABBA CCDCCD. The break with the later pattern is small enough that it could 

easily be overlooked on a first reading. But in fact we can see that this break with the meter of 

the Rose, octosyllabic couplets, corresponds significantly with arrival of “death” in the lyric’s 

fifth line, which is the first entrance of death into the dream. 

 As Contini pointed out, the Rose may be the only major work of world literature in which 

the topic of death is never really confronted. And this must be so, because the presence of death 

would disrupt the Rose’s claim to be fully explicable in terms of allegory. In the Rose, death is 

excluded therefore from the Garden of Love. The pursuit of desire is also the pursuit of meaning, 

but death can be figured only through its exclusion. This negative presence of death, its present-

absence, points to the limits of the Rose, which are very literally demarcated as the limits of the 

Garden of Love. Death’s exclusion from the Rose, furthermore, is also an exclusion from the 

limits of philosophy, since death cannot be “glossed” to reveal something else; death cannot be 

known scientifically except as an absence. In consequence, there is always something outside the 
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proverbial Castle of Truth, the edifice of philosophy, so long as we exist within language, which 

is a necessary condition of philosophy as such. 

 Within the Duchess, death marks the knight, rendering him pallid and unmanly like the 

dreamer-speaker of the poem’s opening. The dreamer’s engagement with the knight, like the 

reader’s engagement with the poem, is a hermeneutic exercise represented as a practice of 

medicine, healing. This characterization of exegesis recalls the Neoplatonic understanding of 

commentary, in Macrobius, Boethius and their successors, as an act of making-whole: a 

restoration of philosophical substance. When the dreamer engages the knight, he desires to know 

why the knight is so pale. This enigmatic paleness results from the knight’s blood having fled 

down to the “membre principal / Of the body” (495-96): explicitly the knight’s heart –remember, 

there is a hart-hunt going on – or, alternatively, the other organ of love that, in Freud’s reading, is 

threatened by the gaze of the Medusa. Thus the initial characterization of the knight closely 

recalls the dreamer’s self-characterization at the poem’s beginning. The statement, “Hit was gret 

wonder that Nature / Myght suffre any creature / To have such sorwe and be not ded” (467-69) 

closely reiterates the opening words of the Duchess (“I have gret wonder, be this lyght, / How 

that I lyve…”) where the dreamer’s own existence is likewise determined to be contra naturam: 

 And wel ye woot, agaynes kynde 

 Hyt were to lyven in thys wyse, 

 For nature wolde nat suffyse 

 To noon erthly creature 

 Nat longe tyme to endure 

 Withoute slep, and be in sorwe. (16-21) 
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Philosophical commentary is the act of healing or making-whole this unphilosophical text. Here, 

considering the psychosexual elements at play, one is almost tempted to describe it as a sort of 

“conversion therapy,” since the language of conversion or turning, in Boethius especially, is very 

much at issue. But the fundamental commonality of both characterizations, that of the knight and 

that of the dreamer, is that his condition, unlike that of Boethius, can never be made whole. 

 The Book of the Duchess can therefore be thought of as a rewriting of The Consolation of 

Philosophy with the important difference that here Lady Philosophy never arrives. At the 

beginning of Consolation (Book I, Prose 3), Boethius identifies Philosophy as his “doctor” or 

“medicantis.” Both the dreamer and the knight are suffering, like Boethius, from an unnatural-

seeming affliction, but both of these persons proclaim they are beyond the help a “phisicien”: the 

very same word used by Chaucer in the Boece to translate “medicantis.” Upon stating that it 

would be useless to inquire what is wrong with him, since he himself cannot explain it, the 

dreamer of Chaucer’s poem offers the following “gesse”: 

 I holde hit be a sicknesse 

 That I have suffred this eight yeer; 

 And yet my boote is never the ner, 

 For there is phisicien but oon 

 That may me hele; but that is don. 

 Passe we over until eft; 

 That wil not be mot nede be left; 

 Our first mater is good to kepe. (36-43) 

The word “boote” can here be read in two ways: it is the “remedy” withheld by the absent 

physician, but it also anticipates the never-to-return boat of Ceyx (in Middle English: bot, boot, 
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boet, boyt), long-awaited by his wife. The absence of the physician, the absence of gloss, 

effeminizes the speaker, rendering him a cause of wonder to others. And the knight will 

subsequently present himself in similar terms: 

 May noght make my sorwes slyde, 

 Nought al the remedyes of Ovyde, 

 Ne Orpheus, god of melodye, 

 Ne Dedalus with his playes slye, 

 Ne hele me may no phisicien 

 Noght Ypocras ne Galyen; 

 Me is wo that I lve houres twelve. 

 But whooso wol assay hyselve 

 Whether his hert kan have pitee 

 Of Any sorwe, lat hym se me. 

 Y wrecche, that deth hath mad al naked 

 Of al the blysse that ever was maked, (567-78) 

It is not simply that Philosophia will not arrive and make these speakers whole: this wholeness 

would be death, as it is for Alcyone, since these subjects are defined and constituted by their 

“wonderful” or unnatural condition. Again, it is because of the lack within the speaker – or in the 

knight’s speech, his being naked of bliss – that he has become an object of wonder to “many 

men.” Poetry, language, the symbolic as such, are constituted by lack, the promise of a fulfilled 

meaning which can never fully arrive. 

 Above all it is through the poem’s treatment of White that the Duchess “lays bare” the 

dream of philosophy, fantastically represented as the dream of the Rose. On one level, it is 
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undoubtedly the case that Chaucer would have us associate White with Blanche of Lancaster, the 

dead first wife of John of Gaunt, as the poem suggests through well-known wordplay at his 

conclusion.
145

 Blanche means “White,” furthermore, the names are semantically equivalent. But 

we must also consider Chaucer’s naming of White against the backdrop of the Rose, from which 

the poem emerged. White is named exactly one time in the Duchess, in a passage that plays 

repeatedly on this name’s common meaning: 

 But swich a fairnesse of a nekke 

 Had that swete that boon nor brekke 

 Nast her non sene that myssat. 

 Hyt was whit, smothe, streght and pure flat, 

 Wythoute hole or canel-boon, 

 As be semynge had she noon. 

 Hyr throte, as I have now memorye, 

 Semed a round tour of yvoyre, 

 Of good gretnesse, and noght to gret. 

 And goode faire White she het; 

 That was my lady name ryght. 

 She was bothe faire and bryght; 

 She hadde not hir name wrong. (939-51) 

In the Rose, as I suggested above, we may distinguish between the Rose of the poem, 

ambiguously a woman and flower, and the so-called Rose to whom the poem is dedicated: a 

woman who is not unambiguously named Rose, but who “deserves” so to be called because of 

her “worth.” In the passage in which White is named, it is the appropriateness of this name to her 

                                                
145 See Palmer for the groundbreaking study of this (still much-debated) topic in relation to the poet’s chronology. 
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person that is emphasized (“She hadde not hir name wrong”). But Chaucer’s insistence on the 

common meaning of the proper name undermines the propriety of the name as such: it causes 

“White” to seem a mere embodiment of the quality this adjective describes, just as Rose is 

literally, at least in part, a flower. Indeed, there is strangely little about this women Blanche in a 

poem so commonly referred to as a commemoration of her.
146

 And in this sense, the name White 

is fitting indeed, since what is the quality of whiteness if not an absence of particularities – a 

blank? According to the Middle English Dictionary, the sense of a “blank” as an empty space to 

be filled-in in a document was already well-attested in the fourteenth century. 

 It is insufficient therefore to say that White “is” the Duchess Blanche. But if not, who 

then is she? What exactly does she represent? Despite his exhaustion of numerous figures and 

hundreds of lines of verse responding to these very questions, the knight continues to insist that 

the dreamer has failed to arrive at the meaning he intends, which is to say the underlying reality 

to which his speech corresponds. Is not the logical implication of all of this that White is defies 

representation? As I noted various pages ago, the dreamer characterizes the knight’s speech as 

extremely “treatable” and unenigmatic. What if the problem therefore is not with the knight’s 

speech, or with the dreamer’s interpretive capacity, but instead with the precise nature of 

signified object? After all, both the knight and the dreamer have asserted outright that their 

suffering cannot be remedied, that its cause cannot be explained. 

 Reviewing just a few of the figures the knight employs: he “lakketh both Englyssh and 

wit / For to undo [her visage] at the fulle” (898-99); White is the very pattern or “moustre” of 

Nature’s work (912); she is a “myrour” of all the feast even among a company of ten thousand, 

such that any company without her seems “naked” (972-78); she is not only true but the very 

“resting place” or “Maner principal” of Truth (1002-05); and she outshines the fairest company 

                                                
146 The work is even referred to as “the Deeth of Blaunche the Duchesse” in the Legend of Good Women (418). 
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like “the someres sonne bryght” (821) among the stars and other planets.
147

 This last comparison 

to the sun is the very same comparison that, as Macrobius recalls, and therefore Chaucer knew, 

Plato refers to in the Republic as most appropriate, though still inadequate, for signifying the 

Supreme God, the Form of the Good (508 a-c).
148

 Readers might be tempted to take the knight’s 

words as hyperbole that expresses her subjective importance to him. But the dreamer is berated 

by knight exactly this error. Thus the dreamer insists: 

 I leve yow wel, that trewely 

 Yow thoghte that she was the beste 

 And to beholde the alderfayreste, 

 Whoso had loked hir with your eyen. (1048-51) 

In other words, “I believe she seemed to you as you say.” To this profession of confidence the 

knight responds unequivocally: “With myn [eyen]? Nay, alle that hir seyen / seyde and sworen 

hyt was soo” (1052-53). These are not subjective hyperboles but rather White’s objective 

qualities which the knight would rehearse: she is something very like a transcendent “good” that 

defies all categorization and description. This is indeed similar to the way in which, for the 

Neoplatonist Macrobius, the Supreme God cannot strictly be represented.
149

 Which again brings 

us to the question: who exactly is White, what does she represent? 

                                                
147 For the evolving convergence of “truth” and “troth” over the late-fourteenth century, a matter of some importance 

to these passages, see the first chapter of Green and his discussion of Chaucer’s Duchess. 
148 Cf. Macrobius, Book I, chapter 2: “sic Plato cum de TO AGATHO loqui esset animatus, dicere quid sit non ausus 

est, hoc solum de eo sciens quod sciri quale sit ab homine non possit, solum vero ei simillimum de visibilibus solem 

repperit et per eius similitudinem viam sermoni suo attollendi se ad non conprehendenda patefecit. ideo et nullum ei 

simulacrum, cum dis aliis constituerentur, finxit antiquitas, quia summus deus nataque ex eo mens sicut ultra 

animam ita supra naturam sunt, quo nihil fas est de fabulis pervenire.” Hegel, in the first chapter of the Science of 

Logic, compares Sein or pure being (equivalent to non-being) to pure light (equivalent to darkness), and in 
opposition to the particularity of Dasein. 
149 Cf. the passage just preceding that quoted in my last footnote: “ceterum cum ad summum et principem omnium 

deum, qui apud Graecos TO AGATHON, qui PROTON AITION nuncupatur, tractatus se audet attollere, vel ad 

mentem, quem Graeci NOUN appelant, originales rerum species, quae IDEAI dictae sunt, continentem, ex summo 

natam et profectam deo: cum de his inquam locuntur summo deo et mente, nihil fabulosum penitus attingunt sed 
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 White is that which cannot be glossed, that which cannot be undone in speech, lying as it 

does beyond philosophy’s grasp. This is literally the knight’s meaning, what he literally says and 

what her literal name implies. The idea that he cannot “undo” (899) her visage in language is 

suggestive in this regard: his figures of his speech, which are in turn being undone or explicated 

by the dreamer, simultaneously compose another act of glossing or explication, one that can 

never arrive at its signified object, which remains haughtily out-of-grasp. And yet, as we have 

seen, through its very failure the knight’s speech in a certain way does arrive at its object, since 

this peculiarly sublime object, White, authorizes this speech in the first place; it is her absence 

that the dream-writing seeks to fill.
150

 Diverging from the earlier myth of Ceyx and Alcyone, 

White’s non-representation, which is not the same as her non-being, gives rise to dream/speech 

precisely to the degree that her particular qualities cannot be delimited in this way. The name 

itself is key. At the risk of adding one more figure to the many already offered in Chaucer’s text, 

one might well, recalling the meaning of the name, describe White as the “blank” page  which 

the “black” knight, as he is often referred to in criticism, tries to fill up with his representative 

figures. If these figures were to “hit the mark,” filling the whole of the blank page as it were, 

then they would fail, since White is white is white, the blank that remains when all is said. 

 The dream of the Duchess, the Rose’s dream, which is also the dream of philosophy, is 

that of closing the gap of signification, of making the symbolic order of representation whole. 

The proclamation of White’s death, which is the failure of this project, the pronouncement of 

White’s radical non-disclosure, coincides with the dreamer’s conclusion of the poem, his return 

to waking life and composition of an “unreadable” poem. But to awaken from the dream of the 

                                                                                                                                                       
siquid de his adsignare conantur quae non sermonem tandum modo sed cogitationem quoque humanam superant, ad 

similitudines et exempla confugiunt” (Macrobius, Book I, chapter 2). 
150 Mark Miller suggests that Chaucer’s use of dialogue in the Duchess reflects the dialectical form of the 

Consolation of Philosophy, where the problems posed by this form “concerns aporias that arise internally to the very 

nature of philosophical reflection” (145) 
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Rose is not to return to the banal everyday reality of commonsense pragmatism where all can be 

weighed and measured as if by Argus’ numerals. To the contrary, it is the disruption of the 

specular illusion of a one-to-one correspondence between things as they can be represented and 

things as they are. For this reason, in representing a failure of representation itself, the death of 

White heralds the birth of fiction: a supreme or proper fiction, no longer dependent for its 

justification on the promise of a totalized, unfabulous truth to come. 
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Chapter 3: Naming the Rose: Dream-Writing and Beatrice in the 

Vita Nuova 

In my previous two chapters I have already presented my reasons for concerning myself 

with Dante’s Vita Nuova. The Vita Nuova, I suggest, though not strictly a dream continues to be 

circumscribed in meaningful ways by the autodiegetic dream-writing which Dante knew both 

from French-language sources and from such texts as the Tesoretto of Brunetto Latini. I will 

begin my analysis therefore by considering Dante’s chief formal divergences from the Rose, and 

principally his introduction of a master-narrative in prose that relates itself to “the book of my 

memory” rather than to dream-fable. Dante subordinates to this narrative a sequence of already-

composed and formerly-independent lyric poems, which he now characterizes as the logical 

product of his youthful affections. But Dante cannot quite succeed in eliminating Roseate fable 

through self-glossing, as emerges both from his failure to contain the meaning of his early lyrics 

– the most important of which are indeed dream-writings – and from his inability to justify 

philosophically such figures as the personified Love. More notable still is Dante’s treatment of 

Beatrice, which I will compare to the earlier treatment of Rose, and to the subsequent treatment 

of White in Chaucer’s Book of the Duchess. Ultimately Dante’s inability to represent Beatrice’s 

particular qualities, and the event of her death, motivates him to confront the limits of philosophy 

as the limits of the Rose: limits which, like in Chaucer’s Duchess, but more radically, he 

transgresses through a negative disruption of his symbolic whole. In my chapter’s final section 

furthermore I will argue that Dante, in his final chapters, reverses his neo-Boethian allegiance to 

philosophy rather than fable – an allegiance which should properly have led to Beatrice’s 

displacement by the “donna gentile” – as he returns to the concrete particularity of his first love, 

and approaches ever-closer to the idiom of the Commedia. Dante’s first original narrative 
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therefore both precedes and surpasses Chaucer’s Book of the Duchess in several respects. By 

reading this narrative alongside the Duchess as a response to the legacy of French dream-writing 

– itself a response to the tradition of Platonic hermeneutics – we get a glimpse into the formal 

genesis of the Comedy: a poem which Chaucer, as I will discuss in my fourth chapter, was 

peculiarly prepared to appreciate since he approached it from this very perspective. 
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3.1 Dante’s Anatomy of Love 

Dante’s Vita Nuova presents itself as a transcription from a metaphorical “book of my 

memory” as it relates the story of an unnamed autodiegetic speaker’s love for a woman called 

Beatrice.
151

 I have already discussed how autodiegesis within European poetry is a legacy of the 

tradition of the Rose. But Dante complicates this structure by introducing a formal distinction 

between verse and prose which corresponds to his further introduction of a distinction between 

dream and memory. Thirty-one lyric poems are interspersed through Dante’s libello where they 

alternate with narrative passages that also serve as a commentary upon these lyrics. Scholars 

have therefore proposed as a model for Dante’s prosimetrum both the Consolation of Boethius 

and such Troubadour manuscripts as contain prose vidas and razos.
152

 Unlike a Troubadour 

manuscript, though rather like the dream-writing of the Rose, Dante himself composed the Vita 

Nuova so as to subordinate lyric motifs to a unified whole. 

 Although Dante’s lyrics were written first – many of them are known to have circulated 

independently before the Vita Nuova’s composition – it is the prose of the Vita Nuova that is 

assigned hermeneutic precedence over the poetry it discusses.
153

 This prose, explicating or 

undoing the poems’ figurative language, asserts in other words a more absolute relationship to 

“the book of my memory” as here excerpted, this “book” being a privileged natural or 

metaphorical writing, rather than a mere fable or even dream.
154

 Dante’s introduction of a formal 

                                                
151 For discussion of “the book of memory” more broadly, see Carruthers (who addresses Dante’s libello at 278-79). 
152 See discussion in Holmes, Assembling. An alternate, complimentary view was offered by Michelangelo Piccone, 

who argues that Dante’s self-commentary was chiefly influenced by the medieval tradition of accessus ad auctores. 
153 Hermeneutic mastery is an important aspect of what it means to be a modern author according to Albert Ascoli. 

For Ascoli’s discussion of the relationship between Dante’s self-glossing in the Vita Nuova and the emergence of his 

authorial authority, see “Auto-commentary: Dividing Dante,” the fourth chapter of the monumental study Dante and 
the Making of a Modern Author (178-201). 
154 Derrida’s quibble with Curtius in Of Grammatology is relevant to this point. For Curtius the Platonic 

subordination of writing seems to have been overturned in the Middle Ages through the rise of the master metaphor 

of “the symbolism of the book,” as Curtius titles a famous chapter. Derrida argues in contrast that a distinction must 

logically be drawn between such metaphorical or “natural” writing (of which “the book of my memory” is a primary 
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hierarchy into autodiegesis therefore reflects his introduction of a hierarchy both epistemological 

and ontological. This hierarchy is epistemological by virtue of the prose’s would-be privileged 

relationship to truth; and it is ontological because poetry from the first is associated by Dante 

with the fabulous fantasy-space of dream, where it is possible, for example, for abstract concepts 

such as Love to assume qualities “proper to man.” At first glance, Dante’s innovation would 

therefore seem to furnish a very different solution to the problem of fable’s subordination to 

philosophy. The Rose, as we have seen, gets around this subordination by claiming it is not a 

fable at all but a work of philosophy. Although the dream-poem signifies obscurely by means of 

figures which must be explicated in time, everything in it is said to have ultimately come true 

“just as it appeared.” By contrast, Dante’s libello would derive its philosophical claim from 

history, “the book of the world” as such, which it would reflect through the natural faculty of 

memory. But the Vita Nuova remains much more deeply indebted to the Rose tradition than has 

been recognized. And we can see this legacy, to start, if we consider dream’s essential function 

within it. 

 The Vita Nuova in fact tells two stories simultaneously. It is the story of its speaker’s love 

for a woman named Beatrice, but also simultaneously the history of Dante’s early career as a 

poet. Among other things, the work is a curated collection of Dante’s lyrics, a putting-in-order 

that Dante justifies through his introduction of a narrative which we have every reason to think 

he subsequently imposed.
155

 It is doubly significant therefore that Dante should choose for his 

first poem, the first of the 31 poems in the collection, a dream-poem very much in the Rose’s 

mold, the sonnet “A ciascun’ alma.” It is from the time of this poem’s composition, he writes, 

that Love, a Roseate abstraction, first assumed his lordship over the young poet – a statement 

                                                                                                                                                       
example, along with “the book of the world,” “the book of the heart,” and so on) and discussions of literal or 

“artificial” writing (the technology of symbolic inscription with a pen or stylus etc.). 
155 See discussion of Dante’s lyrics from the Vita Nuova in the first volume of Barolini’s edition of the Rime. 
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that is taken almost word-for-word from a passage of the Rose I already discussed in my last 

chapter – and likewise it is from the time of this poem’s composition, Dante writes, that he began 

to gain a reputation as a poet. The numerically central poem of the Vita Nuova, number 16 of 31, 

likewise envisions the libello’s major event, the death of Beatrice, in terms of a dream-vision in 

the manner of the Rose. Nor is this event ever properly described when it occurs: Dante’s 

visionary canzone “Donna pietosa” must fill in this narrative gap by way of prophetic 

anticipation. Finally, the closing sequence of the Vita Nuova, culminating with the visionary 

sonnet “Oltre la spera,” begins and ends with miraculous dreams. At the end of this sequence, 

Dante declares his intentions to stop writing until he can “treat” (“trattare”) the woman he loves 

in a more dignified manner (“più degnamente”): an end-of-writing that is commonly seen to 

announce the future project of the Commedia. Dream therefore can be seen to punctuate the Vita 

Nuova at its key points: points determined both numerically and according to the libello’s double 

narrative. The Roseate figure of Love, furthermore, is an operative presence throughout, as 

Dante himself discusses in his chapter 25, and as I will discuss below. I also note the Rose-like 

suppression of the autodiegetic speaker’s proper name: a suppression that seems to invite 

identification on the part of Dante’s reader. As we have seen in regard to other dream-writings, 

the reader’s potential for embodying the first-person “I” would fill the gap between fable and 

philosophy to the extent that the narrative can be found, like a lyric poem, to represent to the 

reader’s own person qua generalized subject. This strategy is clearly invoked in Dante’s libello, 

but it is also disrupted to the extent that the libello refers to historically particular events; Dante 

tries to have it both ways. 

  Let us consider the first dream of the Vita Nuova in greater detail. This dream, inspiring 

the dream-sonnet “A ciascun’alma,” can fairly be called the beginning of the Vita Nuova as a 
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whole since, as I have said, the composition of Dante’s lyrics preceded, and precedes, according 

to the narrative itself, his composition of the prose gloss. The dream-sonnet is thus the origin of 

the libello. Dante himself, with double emphasis, describes his writing of the sonnet as “quasi lo 

principio” (“virtually the beginning”) of his friendship with “quelli cui io chiamo primo de li 

miei amici” (“him whom I call first among my friends”). In other words, taking this passage 

autobiographically, the poem initiates Dante’s privileged friendship with Guido Cavalcanti, who 

can be specified in this passage because he is quoted as having answered Dante with another 

sonnet that still exists (“Vedeste al mio parere”). Indeed, Dante writes that he received “many” 

such responses, three of which survive to the present day.
156

 Dante’s chapter 4, as we will see, 

goes on further to mark this episode as a “beginning” in various ways. These originary 

procedures reflect the opening of the Rose, in which the coming of the enigmatic dream, a dream 

about Love, corresponds to Love’s assertion of his feudal right over the autodiegetic poet/Lover. 

The dream of the Rose came, “Ou point qu’amors prent le peage / Des joenes genz” (22-23), and 

Dante’s dream follows upon his feudal submission to Lord Love in precisely such terms. 

 Turning to Dante’s sonnet itself, we can see how the Rose’s structures, as I have 

described them, are fully operative. At the beginning of the sonnet, the speaker addresses a 

multiplicity of listeners, asking them to participate in the interpretation of an enigmatic dream:  

A ciascun’alma presa, e gentil core, 

nel cui cospetto ven lo dir presente, 

in ciò che mi rescrivan suo parvente 

salute in lor segnor, cioè Amore. (1-4)
157

 

                                                
156 The other two surviving responses are by Terzino da Castelfiorentino and by Dante da Maiano. See discussion in 

Barolini’s edition of the Rime (I.83) 
157 “To all besotted souls, my counterparts,    

to whom these verses come with a petition   
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Dante’s readers, identified as those who share his allegiance to “lord Love,” are addressed as if 

in a letter. They are then asked to respond to the dream-sonnet with their interpretations of it, 

with their parvente, or very literally “that which is apparent to them.” This hermeneutic project, 

in which the readers are authorized to participate, corresponds to a restitution of the speaker’s 

wholeness, figured in psychosexual terms: 

Già eran quasi che atterzate l’ore 

del tempo che onne stella n’è lucente, 

quando m’apparve Amor subitamente 

 cui essenza membrar mi dà orrore. (5-8)
158

 

As with the Rose, the hour of the dream implies it is prophetic: early-morning dreams were 

broadly understood to anticipate a historical event to-be-revealed. Love’s sudden appearance in 

the dream is overmasteringly phallic: it is “horrible” for the speaker, literally translated, to 

“member his essence.” I have already discussed how, in the hermeneutic tradition, the object of 

interpretation is classically feminized. The first-person speaker of Dante’s poem is therefore a 

kind of woman to the extent that he has become an object rather than a subject of interpretation. 

This gendering is further reflected in the dream-content that follows, where the ingestion of the 

speaker’s heart amounts to a symbolic castration: 

Allegro mi sembrava Amor tenendo 

meo core in mano, e ne le braccia avea 

madonna involta in un drappo dormendo. 

                                                                                                                                                       
to write me what you think of my rendition:   
greetings in Love, the lord of open hearts.”  (Trans. Frisardi) 
158 “Already nearly over by a third   

were all those hours lit up by stars till morning,   

when Love appeared before me without warning.   

I shudder thinking what his presence stirred.” (Trans. Frisardi) 
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Poi la svegliava, e d’esto core ardendo 

lei paventosa umilmente pascea: 

 appresso gir lo ne vedea piangendo. (9-14)
159

 

As also in Chaucer’s Book of the Duchess, and literary tradition more broadly, the heart is here a 

symbolic stand-in for the phallus.
160

 The basic logic of the psychosexual reading is as follows: 

having consumed this heart, the woman qua object of interpretation, which is to say fable or 

dream, must now be interpreted or penetrated in order for the dreamer’s virility, his philosophical 

integrity, to be restored to him. This is the significance of the woman’s being covered in a 

“drappo”: an integumentum or veil. “Drappo” is a word that will specifically be recalled in 

Virgil’s “tearing open” of the siren’s “drappi” in Purgatorio 19: a passage I discussed in my first 

chapter. The specifically Roseate aspect of all of this is further determined by its self-

referentiality. Dante invites identification between the singular speaker and multiplicity of his 

potential readers, an audience of potential lovers that may be compared to the “Maintes genz” of 

the Rose’s first line. The dreamer’s posited desire for the veiled woman is simultaneously, 

through this logic, the reader’s desire to make sense of the dream-poem as such. The dream-

poem is therefore true to the extent that it allegorizes the process of its own interpretation. 

Dream-writing’s claim to transcend fable, its claim to truth, likewise depends on the possibility 

                                                
159 “It seemed that he was overjoyed in keeping 

my heart in hand, his arms a gentle bed  

for someone draped in silk—my lady sleeping. 

He woke her. And, respectfully, he fed 

that burning heart to her, who shook with dread. 

Then, as he turned to leave, I saw him weeping.” (Trans. Frisardi) 
160 Robert Pogue Harrison likewise interprets Dante’s use of the eaten-heart motif in terms of castration in his 
influential study The Body of Beatrice (25-26). The motif of the ingested heart is also featured in a well-known 

poem of Sordello. Another familiar example is to be found in the Roman du Chastelain de Couci, which has been 

discussed in terms of castration by Simon Gaunt. See for example Gaunt’s Love and Death in Medieval French 

Literature (90-104). See also, more generally, Jager’s study of The Book of the Heart, which contrasts Dante’s 

treatment of this motif in the Vita Nuova with that of the Roman de la Rose (77). 
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of its exegetical project being fully carried out: the claim that “everything came true just as it 

appeared.” 

 But even as Dante rehearses these familiar motifs, he undermines the Roseate structures 

of the sonnet in his commenting prose. Dante’s commentary on “A ciascun’alma” now claims 

that none of the responses he received was correct, and he specifically names as incorrect the 

response that was supplied by Guido Cavalcanti: “Vedeste al mio parere onne valore,” here 

given as “Vedesti al mio parere onne valore.” The difference between Dante’s singular “Vedesti” 

and the plural “Vedeste” of Guido’s actual poem may seem a small matter – the changing an “e” 

to an “i” – but it is not without meaning. Guido’s poem is an interpretive response to the dream-

sonnet in which Dante’s original terms and structures are recapitulated as Guido translates the 

individual figures of Dante’s dream into philosophical generalities about the nature of love. He 

performs, in other words, precisely the sort of transcription from fabulous specificity to 

philosophical generality that the Rose demands. Throughout his poem, Guido alternates between 

finite, past-tense verbs (“Vedeste,” “foste,” “portò”) describing the events of the dream as 

previously narrated, and present-tense verbs (“sente,” “segnoreggia,” “vive”) presenting general 

philosophical truth-clams as abstracted from the particular content of the original dream-poem. 

Meanwhile Guido demonstrates his mastery over Dante through his virtuosic recapitulation of 

Dante’s form and language. Thus for example the quartet of Guido’s sonnet closes with the lines: 

“se foste in prova del segnor valente / che segnoreggia il mondo de l’onore.”
161

 Here Guido picks 

up Dante’s word “segnor” (“lord”), from the last line of the original quartet, and redoubles it 

through a polyptoton so as to arrive at something like, “if you were in the power of that valiant 

lord / who lords over the world of honor” (emphasis added). Despite Guido’s interpretive 

achievement, Dante now insists in his prose however that “Lo verace giudicio del detto sogno 

                                                
161 “If in the power of that brave lord indeed / Who rules in honour over all the Earth.” (Trans Kline) 
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non fue veduto allora per alcuno, ma ora è manifestissimo a li più semplici” (“The true 

interpretation of the dream was not seen by anyone then, but now it is extremely obvious,” 

III).
162

 Although Dante does not state exactly what this “extremely obvious” true meaning is, it 

seems clear that he would now subordinate the meaning of “A ciascun’alma” to the larger 

pseudo-historical narrative of the Vita Nuova; more particularly, he would make it a prophetic 

anticipation of the event of Beatrice’s death. For this reason I noted Dante’s changing of the 

plural “Vedeste” to the singular “Vedesti”: it is now only the particular experience of the 

dreamer-poet that counts according to the larger authorizing narrative of “the book of my 

memory.” Dante’s prose commentary subordinates dream-fable to history. 

 By shifting from dream to memory as the basis of his libello, Dante would subordinate 

the abstract dream-truth of his free-floating lyrics to a larger pseudo-historical narrative that is 

claimed in the prose to have preceded it. The meaning of Dante’s opening dream, again, is no 

longer the general meaning of the dream per se as Guido interprets it, but rather its particular 

anticipation of a subsequent event the poem’s author experienced in waking life.
163

 But far from 

overturning the structure of the Rose, this subordination dilates in fact the underlying Roseate 

claim to transcend fable through glossing. Now, in retrospect, the dream-sonnet is endowed with 

a prophetic meaning through its anticipation of the death of Beatrice, which is Dante’s version of 

                                                
162 “The correct interpretation of my dream was not understood by anyone at first, but now it is clear to even the 

most simple-minded.” (Trans. Frisardi) 
163 The difference between a free-floating page and a bound book is precisely how, falling back on a literary 

metaphor, Schopenhauer ultimately distinguishes between dream and waking life, in a famous passage from the 

beginning of The World as Will and Representation: “After these numerous passages from the poets, I may now be 

permitted to express myself b a metaphor. Life and dreams are leaves of one and the same book. The systematic 

reading is real life, but when the actual reading hour (the day) has come to an end, and we have the period of 
recreation, we often continue idly to thumb over the leaves, and turn to a page here and there without method or 

connexion. We sometimes turn up a page we have already read, at others one still unknown to us, but always from 

the same book. Such an isolated page is, of course, not connected with a consistent reading and study of the book, 

yet it is not so very inferior thereto, if we note that the whole of the consistent perusal begins and ends also on the 

spur of the moment, and can therefore be regarded merely as a larger single page” (I.18; trans. Payne). 
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the claim that “everything came true just as it appeared.” I quote the very beginning of the 

libello: 

In quella parte del libro de la mia memoria, dinanzi a la quale poco si potrebbe leggere, si 

trova una rubrica la quale dice: Incipit vita nova. Sotto la quale rubrica io trovo scritte le 

parole le quali è mio intendimento d’asemplare in questo libello; e se non tutte, almeno la 

loro sentenzia. (I)
164

 

The writing of the libello is a scribal task, and as such may entail selection, interpretation and 

compilation, but not authorship as we understand it; Dante is claiming that he did not make 

anything up, that nothing is purely fabulous. The words he copies out he finds already written 

(“trovo scritte”) in the book of memory, and it is this that makes them distinct from fiction or 

fable. But for this very reason, the libello or “booklet” of the Vita Nuova must be lesser than the 

libro or “book of my memory,” as Dante’s use of the diminutive distinctly implies. He does not 

purport to transcribe all that he finds (“se non tutte”), and already his transcription comprises an 

interpretive act, since it involves his rendering of a “sentenzia” or interpretation. Indeed, this 

scribal activity is also an opening-up of singular experience (“my memory,” emphasis added) to a 

plurality of readers. Again, this opening-up reflects the turn to the “maintes genz” at the 

beginning of the Rose, as well the apostrophe to multiple readers in the following dream-sonnet 

“A ciascun’alma.” Dream and memory may not be so different as they appear. 

 The basic function of the opening of the Rose is to introduce the paradoxical claim that 

there will be no “fable” within the dream-poem that follows, and a very similar claim is made at 

the beginning of the Vita Nuova. Indeed, it is “fable” that, as Dante continues, names or specifies 

                                                
164 “In the book of my memory—the part of it before which not much is legible—there is the heading Incipit vita 

nova. Under this heading I find the words which I intend to copy down in this little book; if not all of them, at least 

their essential meaning.” (Trans. Frisardi) 
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the difference between the libro and the libello, between the “book of my memory” and the 

“booklet” of the Vita Nuova. Dante writes: 

E però che soprastare a le passioni e atti di tanta gioventudine pare alcuno parlare 

fabuloso, mi partirò da esse; e trapassando molte cose, le quali si potrebbero trarre de 

l’esemplo onde nascono queste, verrò a quelle parole le quali sono scritte ne la mia 

memoria sotto maggiori paragrafi. (II)
165

 

Fable, that which seems fabulous or untrue, is precisely what the Rose sets out to differentiate 

itself from, and here again we find an autodiegetic writer’s desire to eliminate fable from his text. 

Fable is associated by Dante with “passion,” “youth,” “speech” and “seeming”: it relates to 

external appearances, as seen by another (“pare alcuno”), rather than the actual substantial reality 

of what really occurred. Dante’s excision of fable from his master text is a trapassando: literally 

a “going beyond,” but also implicitly a “trespass” or something that should not be done (the two 

words are cognate). The verb trapassare is especially notable as it will have a special meaning in 

the Commedia, where it describes the “going beyond” of Ulysses, associated with the Siren, as 

well as the trapassar del segno that is ultimately identified as the sin of Adam in Paradiso 

26.117.
166

  

 But Dante’s “trapassando” of fable, or what seems to be fable, does not result in its 

elimination from the Vita Nuova. The subsequent arrival of Love will soon after make the 

speaker himself into a sort of fable or doubtful signifier, as we can see from the passage that 

follows the explication of “A ciascun’alma.” There Love’s arrival represents a signifying crisis – 

                                                
165 “Since dwelling on the passions and actions of one so young is like telling a tall tale [fabulous speech], I will 

leave that behind; and passing over many things that could be copied from the same source, I come to words written 

in my memory under larger [i.e. greater or more important, not necessarily longer] paragraphs.” (Trans. Frisardi) 
166 See discussion in Barolini and Nardi. 
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an unnatural-seeming portent – in a passage that rehearses and expands upon the arrival of Love 

at the beginning of the Rose. Dante attempts to gloss this event in Aristotelian medical language: 

Da questa visione innanzi cominciò lo mio spirito naturale ad essere impedito ne la sua 

operazione, però che l’anima era tutta data nel pensare di questa gentilissima; onde io 

divenni in picciolo tempo poi di sì fràile e debole condizione, che a molti amici pesava de 

la mia vista; e molti pieni d’invidia già si procacciavano di sapere di me quello che io 

volea del tutto celare ad altrui. Ed io, accorgendomi del malvagio domandare che mi 

faceano, per la volontade d’Amore, lo quale mi comandava secondo lo consiglio de la 

ragione, rispondea loro che Amore era quelli che così m’avea governato. Dicea d’Amore, 

però che io portava nel viso tante de le sue insegne, che questo non si potea ricovrire. E 

quando mi domandavano: “Per cui t’ha così distrutto questo Amore?,” ed io sorridendo li 

guardava, e nulla dicea loro. (IV)
167

 

The speaker’s subjection to Love, he who “governed” him in this way, corresponds to his 

becoming an enigmatic sign for those who look upon him: a development, as we have seen, that 

is likewise the topic of “A ciascun’alma.” This subjection to Love is formulated in terms of 

illness: a malfunctioning of the “natural spirit” which has resulted in the speaker’s becoming 

“frail and weak.” It is furthermore a matter of matter: his appearance “weighs” upon his friends, 

much as later, in the Commedia, Dante will be weighed down by his recollection of the Dream of 

the Siren. I am suggesting, to speak more plainly, that the encounter with Love “infects” Dante’s 

subjectivity with the very fable he has sought to eliminate. The meaning of his outward 

                                                
167 “From the time of this vision, my natural spirit started to be hindered in its functioning, since my soul was 

completely absorbed in thinking about this most gracious of women. Thus in no time at all I grew so frail and weak 

that the sight of me weighed on many of my friends. And many spitefully curious sorts of people hunted for ways to 
find out the very thing about me that I wanted to keep hidden from others. Aware their questions were malicious, I 

responded to them—through the will of Love, who commanded me in keeping with reason’s counsel—that Love 

was the one who had ruled me in that way. I said Love since my face showed so many signs of him that disguising it 

wasn’t possible. And when they asked me, “Over whom are you so wrecked by Love?” I would look at them smiling 

and tell them nothing.” (Trans. Frisardi) 
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appearance remains doubtful to those who look upon him precisely to the degree that he has 

desired to conceal (“io volea del tutto celare ad altrui”) his inner passion; his very refusal to 

pronounce his fabulous Love (“e nulla dicea loro”) makes Dante into fable himself. Dante’s 

general attempt to justify his intentions over the course of the Vita Nuova can therefore be 

thought of as a supplemental response to this early development: he would explain the 

substantial reasons underlying the doubtful aspect he presents, the obscure intentions that he 

harbors. It is very much a Roseate matter of restoring rationality or substance. Commenting 

himself, both his poetry and his own aspect, the author of the Vita Nuova would retrieve his 

philosophical bona fides, which is also his virility, to the degree that he can explicate his inner 

truth. In other words, Dante attempts to do for himself what Chaucer’s dreamer attempts to do 

for the knight in The Book of the Duchess: the knight who is first encountered reciting an 

enigmatic poem whose meaning he tries to explain along with his own enigmatic appearance. 

 Commentary is classically figured in the hermeneutic tradition as a restoration of 

wholeness to a male philosophizing subject. Here in the Vita Nuova, however, the doubtful 

matter is primarily Love: a concept notoriously difficult to define or understand. But the same is 

also true in fact in Macrobius’s Commentary of the Dream of Scipio, where Plato’s writing of the 

Myth of Er is described as an “inoculation” in love that paradoxically makes philosophy 

possible.
168

 Guido Cavalcanti’s great canzone “Donna me prega” treats Love from a similar, and 

similarly paradoxical, perspective.
169

 Dante’s own anatomy of Love, in chapter 25, concluding 

with a reference to Guido, entails a distinctly Macrobian elaboration of the categories of writing, 

                                                
168 See my essay “Philosophy and Fiction: Macrobius’s Commentary on the Dream of Scipio” (under review at 
Helios). Plato and Cicero have been “castigated,” according to Macrobius, for their inclusion of doubtful matter – a 

fable and a dream – into works of philosophy. As Pokorny notes, “castigate,” “castrate” and “chaste” all derive from 

the same Indoeuropean root, meaning “to cut.” 
169 A longer version of this chapter would include consideration of Guido’s poem. See Ardizzone for the 

philosophical background of “Donna me prega.” See also James Shaw. 
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which are defined and distinguished by virtue of their relationship to truth. His consideration of 

this topic is provoked by the problem that, despite his stated intention to eliminate fable from the 

libello, the presence of Love – the fabulous figure par excellence – is active in the work from 

early on, in both its poetry and prose. Dante’s response to this inconsistency is therefore worth 

considering in some detail, as it helps us to see the complexities inherent to his project, and to 

situate this project within the larger history of Roseate self-glossing. 

 The possibility of doubt is emphasized right from the start of chapter 25 (“Potrebbe qui 

dubitare persona degna da dichiararle onne dubitazone, e dubitare potrebbe…; emphasis added). 

The problem, more particularly, is that Dante has treated Love as “a thing in itself” (“di ciò che 

io dico d’Amore come se fosse una cosa per sé”; emphasis added). This treatment of Love must 

be considered fabulous or false (“secondo la veritate, è falsa”) since Love, as Guido also stated in 

his canzone, is not a “substance” (“sustanzia”) but an “accident” within substance (“uno 

accidente in sustanzia”); the substance namely being, here, Dante himself. By saying that Love 

walks and speaks and laughs, Dante seems to have endowed the Roseate figure of Love with 

qualities that are “proper to man” (“proprie de l’uomo”) and therefore introduced into his treatise 

a fiction or fable, which is precisely the same error for which Cicero and Plato were “castigated” 

according to the Commentary of Macrobius. By assigning to Love that which is proper to man, 

that is, Dante himself risks castigation, as he appears to have compromised the truth of the “libro 

de la mia memoria” by introducing a matter that is unhistorical and therefore effeminate 

(unphilosophically fabulous or false). Dante answers this doubt, and justifies himself, by 

recalling first the precedent of Latin literature: an answer that introduces a series of oppositions 

between the vernacular and Latin, poetry and prose, as reflecting his original distinction between 

dream and waking life. Dante writes that he has followed the precedent of the Latin love-poets 
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(“dicitori d’amore certi poete in lingua latina”); although he is not, in the Vita Nuova, a Latin 

poet himself, these poets are relevant because vernacular “rhymers” – those who have spoken 

rhyme in the vernacular (“dire per rima in volgare”) – are to a certain extent (“secondo alcuna 

proporzione”) equivalent to those who spoke verses in Latin (“quanto dire per versi in latino”). 

This shift from Latin to vernacular can be understood, according to Dante, to have occurred 

because the first of the vernacular poets wanted his words to be understood by a woman who had 

trouble understanding Latin (“E lo primo che cominciò a dire sì come poeta volgare, si mosse 

però che volle fare intendere le sue parole a donna, a la quale era malagevole d’intendere li versi 

latini”).
170

 The shift, in other words, from Latin to vernacular is itself related to gender: the 

vernacular or “vulgar speech” is the language in which it is proper to address a woman, rather 

than in Latin, which by contrast is male and philosophical. There is therefore a special 

relationship between vernacular poetry and the matter of love, which is the matter proper to 

vernacular poetry, or “rhyme,” for this same reason (“E questo è contra coloro che rìmano sopra 

altra matera che amorosa, con ciò sia cosa che cotale modo di parlare fosse dal principio trovato 

per dire d’amore”).
171

 If Latin poets are conceded a greater “figure” or “rhetorical color” 

(“alcuna figura o colore rettorico è conceduto a li poete”) in comparison with those who speak in 

prose (“che a li prosaici dittatori”), so this same license must also be extended to “rhymers” 

(“conceduto è a li rimatori”) who write vernacular poetry. And so it is further relevant that the 

Latin poets – Dante cites various examples from Virgil, Horace and Ovid – treated “inanimate 

things” (“le cose inanimate”) as if they had “sense and reason” (“come se avessero senso a 

ragione”); the poets even made them to speak (“e fàttele parlare insieme”). This is to say, again, 

                                                
170 “And the first one who started to write poetry in the vernacular started to do so because he wanted to make his 

words comprehensible to women, who found it difficult to follow Latin verses.” (Trans. Frisardi) 
171 “This is contrary to those who write rhymes on themes other than love, inasmuch as this mode of composition 

was from the very beginning invented for writing about love.” (Trans. Frisardi) 
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poets are granted a “license” (“licenzia”) to treat accidents (“accidenti”), or even such things as 

do not exist (“di cose le quali non sono”), as if they were “substances and men” (“come se 

fossero sustanzie ed uomini”). They may extend the prestige of substance to that which as 

properly speaking (prosaically or philosophically speaking) is defined by its lacking this 

attribute. 

 But still this, the precedent of Latin literature does not fully resolve Dante’s problem. The 

extension of substance to the insubstantial is strictly fictitious or poetic, and it is this fiction that 

ultimately determines, according to Dante’s chapter 25, the difference between poetry and prose. 

Poetry is defined in the Vita Nuova, as in the Neoplatonic tradition more broadly, not its formal 

properties but rather by its use of figure. It is neither “rhyme” nor “verse” that Dante opposes to 

prose: though metrical verse, in Dante’s usage, is implicitly the more masculine and therefore 

philosophical of the two, in the same way that Latin is more masculine than the vernacular. Prose 

is more masculine than poetry by virtue of its association with absolute truth, the absence of 

figures. Poetry, or at least rhyme, would properly address, in contrast, a female audience that is 

lacking in interpretive prowess (being “malagevole d’intendere”). But poetic license, Dante 

continues, cannot be applied without reason (“ma non sanza ragione alcuna”). Rather, a figure 

can only virtuously be applied when an underlying cause for this figure exists that can later be 

opened up in prose writing (“ma con ragione, la quale poi sia possible d’aprire per prosa”). I 

note, again, the close similarity here to the Rose’s opening lines, in which the speaker 

distinguishes himself from the multiplicity of “many men” by virtue of his belief that dreams can 

have an inner meaning (“senefiance,” 16) to be opened up later (“Que li plusor songent de nuiz / 

Maintes choses covertement / Que l’en voit puis apertement” 18-20). It would be greatly 

shameful (“grande vergogna sarebbe”), Dante continues, for one to “rhyme things beneath the 



  

145 

 

vestment of figure or rhetorical cover” (“che rimasse cose sotto vesta di figura o di colore 

rettorico”), if upon being asked to explain them (“poscia, domandato”), “one should be unable to 

denude the words of this vestment such that their true meaning should be apparent” (“non 

sapesse denudare le sue parole da cotale vesta, in guisa che avessero verace intendimento”). 

Poetic figure, like dream for Macrobius, is a sort of clothing that covers over and conceals an 

inner truth. In prose, the masculine discourse of reason, the use of figures is not permitted; prose 

serves precisely to explicate or unveil (to “denude”) the inner meaning that figures conceal. But 

there also exists a “shameful” or effeminate poetry, more radically different still from figure-less 

prose: a poetry which has no underlying meaning and therefore no inner substance. Between 

these two extremes Dante offers the hybrid form of virtuous poetry, which is specifically 

associated with heterosexual love, as it addresses an audience of women from the male subject-

perspective. One thinks here of Alain de Lille. In this hybrid form, poetic figures may be used to 

cover over an inner truth, in order to appeal to women who lack penetrative intelligence. Thus in 

a way that is clearly tautological, it is Love that authorizes Love as figure – so Dante’s argument 

goes – and therefore Love’s presence in the libello itself. In making this argument, however, 

Dante implicitly concedes that the Vita Nuova is poetry or fable, albeit a virtuous fable 

addressing a female audience: a fable that with glossing can be restored to philosophical 

propriety. 

 Let us consider how all of this functions in practice in the passage that immediately 

precedes chapter 25. This previous chapter treats Dante’s friendship with Guido Cavalcanti 

whose “reasonable” practice of poetry is celebrated at the end of Dante’s theorization. In chapter 

24, Dante discusses a woman of famous beauty (“di famosa bieltade”) who, he notes, was the 

mistress of his “first friend” (“e fue già molto donna di questo primo mio amico”). The name of 
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this woman was Giovanna but on account of her beauty she was known as “Primavera” or 

“Spring (“E lo nome di questa donna era Giovanna, salvo che per la sua bieltade, secondo che 

altri crede, imposto l’era nome Primavera”). In other words, Giovanna was a woman addressed 

fabulously in Guido’s poetry as Primavera, according to the Troubadour device of the senhal: an 

invented name that conceals the identity of a woman referred to in a love lyric. In the Vita Nuova 

however Dante writes that, seeing Giovanna arrive on a certain occasion before Beatrice, he 

seemed to be told by Love in his heart (“e parve che Amore mi parlasse nel cuore”) a new 

explanation for Giovanna’s senhal: 

Quella prima è nominata Primavera solo per questa venuta d’oggi; ché io mossi lo 

imponitore del nome a chiamarla così Primavera, cioè prima verrà lo die che Beatrice si 

mosterrà dopo la imaginazione del suo fedele. E se anche vòli considerare lo primo nome 

suo, tanto è quanto dire ‘prima verrà’, però che lo suo nome Giovanna è da quello 

Giovanni lo quale precedette la verace luce, dicendo: Ego vox clamantis in deserto: 

parate viam Domini. (XXIV)
172

 

Glossing this passage: Dante’s own love for Beatrice results in his uncovering a new explanation 

for Giovanna’s senhal. Thus the real reason why Giovanna was called Primavera is in order that 

she should announce (“prima verrà”) the coming of Dante’s Beatrice. And furthermore, Dante 

offers a new explanation for Giovanna’s proper name as presenting herself as John the Baptist to 

Beatrice’s Jesus.
173

 To a certain extent, Dante’s reinterpretation of the names of Guido’s mistress 

resembles Guido’s own interpretation of the meaning of Dante’s sonnet “A ciascun’alma.” But 

                                                
172 “These women passed near me, one after the other, and it seemed that Love spoke to me in my heart, saying: 

‘That first woman is named Primavera only in honor of today’s coming. I moved the one who gave her that name to 

call her Primavera, that is, prima verra, she will come first the day that Beatrice appears, after the imaginings of her 
faithful one. And if you also consider her given name, you will see that it is practically the same as saying prima 

verra, since her name, Giovanna or Joanna, is derived from that John who preceded the true Light, saying, “I am the 

voice of one crying in the wilderness. Make straight the way of the Lord.”’” (Trans. Frisardi) 
173 Interestingly, this passage was censored in the first printed edition of the Vita Nuova, which was not until after 

the Council of Trent. 
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Dante rejected Guido’s interpretation on the basis of his imposition of a metaphysical binary 

between dream and waking life. The “true meaning” of the sonnet would be revealed only 

through history as referring to the death of Beatrice, which means that Guido’s virtuosic reading 

of the sonnet in terms of Roseate figures was illegitimate. But surely Dante’s reinterpretation of 

Giovanna’s name – her proper name, not just the figurative name that is imposed on her by 

Guido – is still less legitimate than this. Dante is now reading history itself, the everyday reality 

that is supposed to be reflected by “the book of my memory,” as if it were indeed no more than 

another fictive text: a fable concealing as it reveals an inner truth. Meanwhile the presence of 

Love, the problematic figure analyzed in the following chapter, calls our attention to the fact that 

Dante’s gloss is closer to poetry than prose, that is to fable, according to the Macrobian 

definitions of these categories he has supplied. The metaphysical privilege asserted by Dante’s 

libello is quite undermined in such a passage. 

 Nor is Dante’s treatment of Giovanna a mere exception, an example of “slippage” in his 

larger practice. Throughout the libello, it is not only that Love is treated as a substance; Beatrice 

is herself, though at the very center of Dante’s pseudo-history, continually presented as a figure, 

that is an allegorical representation of something else. Thus for example, Beatrice is famously 

associated by Dante with the number nine in a way that clearly defies historical probability; he 

even offers a series of glosses to account for this association.
174

 To complicate things further, in 

the same passage where he offers an interpretation of Giovanna’s name, Love goes on “subtly” 

to identify with Beatrice on account of the “great similarity” between the two: “Ed anche mi 

                                                
174 “Questa è una ragione di ciò; ma più sottilmente pensando, e secondo la infallibile veritade, questo numero fue 

ella medesima; per similitudine dico, e ciò intendo così. Lo numero del tre è la radice del nove, però che sanza 

numero altro alcuno, per se medesimo fa nove, sì come vedemo manifestamente che tre via tre fa nove. Dunque se lo 
tre è fattore per sè medesimo del nove, e lo fattore per sè medesimo de li miracoli è tre, cioè Padre e Figlio e Spirito 

Santo, li quali sono tre e uno, questa donna fue accompagnata da questo numero del nove a dare ad intendere ch’ella 

era uno nove, cioè uno miracolo, la cui radice, cioè del miracolo, è solamente la mirabile Trinitade. Forse ancora per 

più sottile persona si vederebbe in ciò più sottile ragione; ma questa è quella ch’io ne veggio, e che più mi piace” 

(chapter 19). 
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parve che mi dicesse, dopo, queste parole: ‘E chi volesse sottilmente considerare, quella Beatrice 

chiamerebbe Amore, per molta simiglianza che ha meco.’”
175

 Subtly is to say “sub-textually,” 

under the surface of the sensuous signifier. Who is this Beatrice-Love, who so complicates the 

metaphysical binary on which the truth of the libello depends?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
175 “And it also seemed that he said: ‘And whoever wants to give the matter subtle consideration would call Beatrice 

“Love” because of the great resemblance she bears to me.’” (Trans. Frisardi) 
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3.2 The Intractable Death of Beatrice 

Let us now consider Dante’s representation of Beatrice in greater detail. Although the 

Vita Nuova purports to reflect its author’s love for a woman with this name, we are in fact told 

virtually nothing about this woman’s individuality within it. Beatrice never speaks, nor is she 

attributed any particularity aside from her being such qualities as “beautiful” and “noble.” 

Although Beatrice is associated with the number nine, this association presents interpretive 

challenges, as I have said; and indeed, Dante will go on to suggest in chapter 19 that Beatrice is 

herself “a nine, that is a miracle,” precisely something that cannot be rationally explained. I have 

also noted Beatrice’s “subtle” identity with Love, the very unnatural-seeming figure discussed at 

length in chapter 25. These designations therefore do little to advance our understanding of 

Beatrice as an actual person. Aside from her occasional greeting or not greeting of the poet-

speaker, Beatrice’s chief action in the libello, furthermore, is dying. But the death of Beatrice, 

though very much at the center of the Vita Nuova, and alluded to continually from its beginning 

to its end, is never actually described by it, though anticipated in the visionary canzone “Donna 

pietosa.”
176

 When the actual event of Beatrice’s death is actually announced, in chapter 28, 

Dante writes that there are several reasons why he cannot “treat” or explicate this episode: 

E avvegna che forse piacerebbe a presente trattare alquanto de la sua partita da noi, non è 

lo mio intendimento di trattarne qui per tre ragioni: la prima è che ciò non è del presente 

proposito, se volemo guardare nel proemio che precede questo libello; la seconda si è 

che, posto che fosse del presente proposito, ancora non sarebbe sufficiente la mia lingua a 

                                                
176 Barolini aptly describes the death of Beatrice as a sort of “black hole” at the center of the narrative: “By choosing 
to omit the narrative of Beatrice’s death, Dante dramatically defies history, time, sequence – all the values 

apparently exemplified within the libello by the prose narrative. By choosing to invest a prose narrative with such 

values, but then further choosing to divest it of its single most crucial potential undertaking, Dante creates a kind of 

black hole in the Vita Nuova: time goes in, but does not come out” (“Cominciandomi dal Principio infino a la fine,” 

130) 
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trattare, come si converrebbe, di ciò; la terza si è che, posto che fosse l’uno e l’altro, non 

è convenevole a me trattare di ciò, per quello che, trattando, converrebbe essere me 

laudatore di me medesimo, la quale cosa è al postutto biasimevole a chi lo fae: e però 

lascio cotale trattato ad altro chiosatore. (XXVIII)
177

 

As the intractable heart of the libello, the death of Beatrice is the very matter of fable, the 

unwriteable object par excellence to be “passed over” by his commentary. In dream-writing, as 

we have seen, fable presents itself as justifiable through explication: this is the logic of 

Macrobius as exploited in the Rose. In the Vita Nuova, Beatrice’s death is the central matter to be 

treated (“trattare”) but this treatment is perpetually deferred: it is a figure held over for another 

commentator (“altro chiosatore”) to come. Dante claims that Beatrice’s death is something he 

cannot write, but the reasons he gives for this amount to a sort of “kettle-logic,” canceling 

themselves out through sheer superabundance.
178

 

 This is not to say that either Beatrice or her death “signifies nothing.” Dante’s treatment 

of Beatrice is in fact directly comparable to Chaucer’s treatment of White in his dream-poem The 

Book of the Duchess. Both White and Beatrice are dead, absent, but beloved women, who 

authorize the legitimacy of the poet’s project precisely through this absence. They are exactly not 

the consoling physician of Boethius, whose arrival converts the autodiegetic speaker to 

                                                
177 “And though it might be desirable at this point to say something about her departure from us, it is not my 

intention to write about it here, for three reasons. The first is that it is not part of the present topic, if we look back at 

the proem that precedes this little book. The second is that, supposing it were part of the present topic, my language 

would not yet be capable of treating it as the subject demands. The third is that, supposing these two conditions were 

met, it is not appropriate for me to write about it, since such writing would put me in the position of singing my own 

praises, a thing which is after all reprehensible, whoever does it: and thus I leave this subject to another 

commentator.” (Trans. Frisardi) 
178 In The Interpretation of Dreams Freud tells the story of a man who, upon being accused of having returned his 

neighbor’s kettle in defective condition, replies that (1) he returned the kettle undamaged; (2) that it was already 

damaged when he borrowed it; (3) that he never borrowed the kettle in the first place. Freud suggests this is the logic 
of dream, in which multiple contradictory explanations may be offered simultaneously. Dante writes that (1) 

Beatrice’s death is not his present topic; (2) even if it were his present topic he could not write it adequately; (3) 

were he adequately to represent the death of Beatrice, he would be “put in the position of singing [his] own praises,” 

which is unseemly; and therefore he must leave off this subject – “cotale trattato,” this treatise – for another 

glossator (“chiosatore”). 
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philosophy from fable, rendering him “whole” in the process. This structural homology between 

Beatrice and White can, again, best be explained by Dante and Chaucer’s common debt to the 

Rose. As we have seen, the Rose depends on its withholding the woman who, as object-of-desire, 

motivates and authorizes the project at hand: a project which is simultaneously erotic and 

hermeneutic. The Rose cannot continue after the Lover obtains his flower, just as the Duchess 

cannot continue after White is proclaimed irrecoverably absent (“ded”). This is because, in both 

cases, the desired object is constitutively identified with the interpreted meaning of the poem 

itself. It is the possibility of her attainment that justifies the signifying project. 

Rose, White and Beatrice, as names, all have common meanings upon which their 

respective poets play at considerable length. Of course, Beatrice is generally identified with the 

historical Beatrice Portinari, later Beatrice de Bardi, an actual woman who lived and died, but 

Chaucer’s White is also identifiable with Blanche the Duchess of Lancaster, and Guillaume’s 

Rose may well also reflect the name of an actual woman even though we have no evidence as to 

who this might have been. The general structure of the Vita Nuova remains that of the Rose and 

Chaucer’s Book of the Duchess. All three are self-authorizing fables that purport paradoxically to 

be not fable but philosophy, that is to the degree that they succeed in unfolding their inner 

substance through the act of reading. The withholding of Beatrice, an object of both erotic and 

hermeneutic desire, likewise authorizes, as in the other poems, the general narrative of the Vita 

Nuova. Dante’s reader is motivated to discover the final meaning of Beatrice as the final 

meaning of the libello. This movement of discovery is anticipated in miniature by the libello’s 

first poem, which is precisely an enigmatic dream. But the Vita Nuova does not end, as one 

might expect, with the proclamation of Beatrice’s death. Indeed, for a time, the speaker of the 

Vita Nuova appears to “get over” this event, which is to say he develops an attachment to another 
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woman, the “donna gentile.” And further still, in the final portion of the libello, Dante reverts 

unexpectedly back to his first love for the now-dead Beatrice. To be sure, these later 

developments distinguish Dante’s narrative pattern from those of the Duchess and the Rose, and 

I will get to the implications of this divergence shortly. 

One way of thinking about these works, as I have already implied, is in terms of an 

extended dilation of the first chapter of Boethius, where Philosophy’s arrival initiates the process 

of restoring health to Boethius by turning him away from the “poetical muses” of fable. In his 

subsequent prosimetrum the Convivio, Dante represents his first original narrative in precisely 

such terms: in relation to the Consolation of Boethius. The relevant passage deserves to be 

quoted at length: 

Poi che la litterale sentenza è sufficientemente dimostrata, è da procedere a la esposizione 

allegorica e vera. E però principiando ancora da capo, dico che, come per me fu perduto 

lo primo diletto de la mia anima, de la quale fatta è menzione di sopra, io rimasi di tanta 

tristizia punto, che conforto non mi valeva alcuno. Tuttavia, dopo alquanto tempo, la mia 

mente, che si argomentava di sanare, provide, poi che né ’l mio né l’altrui consolare 

valea, ritornare al modo che alcuno sconsolato avea tenuto a consolarsi; e misimi a 

leggere quello non conosciuto da molti libro di Boezio, nel quale, cattivo e discacciato, 

consolato s’avea. E udendo ancora che Tullio scritto avea un altro libro nel quale, 

trattando de l’Amistade, avea toccate parole de la consolazione di Lelio, uomo 

eccellentissimo, ne la morte di Scipione amico suo, misimi a leggere quello. E avvegna 

che duro mi fosse ne la prima entrare ne la loro sentenza, finalmente v’entrai tanto entro, 

quanto l’arte di gramatica ch’io avea e un poco di mio ingegno potea fare; per lo quale 

ingegno molte cose, quasi come sognando, già vedea, sì come ne la Vita Nuova si può 
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vedere. E sì come essere suole che l’uomo va cercando argento e fuori de la ’ntenzione 

truova oro, lo quale occulta cagione presenta, non forse sanza divino imperio; io, che 

cercava di consolarme, trovai non solamente a le mie lagrime rimedio, ma vocabuli 

d’autori e di scienze e di libri: li quali considerando, giudicava bene che la filosofia, che 

era donna di questi autori, di queste scienze e di questi libri, fosse somma cosa. E 

imaginava lei fatta come una donna gentile, e non la poteva immaginare in atto alcuno, se 

non misericordioso; per che sì volentieri lo senso di vero la mirava, che appena lo potea 

volgere da quella. (II.12,1-6)
179

 

Here alongside mention of Boethius, dream, Scipio, and a turn from the literal to the allegorical, 

Dante recounts his turn to the “donna gentile” in terms of a conversion to philosophy, which 

itself is presented in terms of “consolation” for Beatrice’s death. Beatrice is “silver” to 

Philosophy’s “gold.” In this passage, Dante places the supplanted Beatrice in the position of the 

siren muses of poetry: the bad bodily women eschewed by Philosophy, whom Dante explicitly 

identifies with the “donna gentile.” Beatrice would in other words be no more than a figure or 

“schermo”: a matter of purely temporary, bodily interest which Dante discards as he makes his 

way to the philosophical substance it conceals. As I argued in my first chapter, this surprising 

relationship between Beatrice and Boethius’ sirens continues to resonate in the Dream of the 

Siren of Purgatorio 19. There is of course much more to this story: the Beatrice of the 

Commedia is very different from the Beatrice of the Vita Nuova, and even the Vita Nuova does 

                                                
179 “And just as it often happens that a man goes looking for silver and apart from his intention finds gold, which 

some hidden cause presents, perhaps not without divine ordinance, so I who sought to console myself found not only 

a remedy for my tears but also the words of authors, sciences, and books. Pondering these, I quickly determined that 

Philosophy, who was the lady of these authors, sciences, and books, was a great thing. I imagined her fashioned as a 
gentle lady, and I could not imagine her in any attitude except one of compassion, so that the part of my mind that 

perceives truth gazed on her so willingly that I could barely turn it away from her. I began to go where she was truly 

revealed, namely to the schools of the religious orders and to the disputations held by the philosophers, so that in a 

short period of time, perhaps some thirty months, I began to feel her sweetness so much that the love of her dispelled 

and destroyed every other thought.” (Trans. Lansing) 
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not in fact end with the episode of the “donna gentile.” But before proceeding to Dante’s 

conclusion, let us consider some further aspects of Beatrice’s representation over the larger part 

of the libello. 

 Dante’s treatment of Beatrice’s name is particularly informative. Although Beatrice’s 

name appears some two dozen times in the Vita Nuova, it is in fact only very rarely as an 

unambiguously proper name, which is indeed reminiscent of the way Dante treats the name of 

Guido’s Giovanna.
180

 Dante’s practice here can be contrasted to his subsequent practice in the 

Commedia, which is a very different matter, as I’ll return to shortly. In the Vita Nuova, Beatrice 

is first introduced as “la gloriosa donna de la mia mente, la quale fu chiamata da molti Beatrice, 

li quali non sapeano che si chiamare” (II).
181

 As with the naming of the “Rose” to whom the 

Roman de la Rose is dedicated, it is not in fact so clear that Beatrice even is the woman’s name: 

it is rather that she is thought deserving to be so called by a mass of ignorant onlookers who 

know little about her. From the very beginning, her proper name is a common signifier, her 

contingent singularity equated to the “meaning” she offers to general observers. And after this 

initial and deeply ambiguous naming, Beatrice’s name is qualified in most places so as to leave 

open the possibility that this is not really a name at all but rather a common signifier with the 

meaning “she who makes blessed.” Altogether we find: “la/quella gentillissima Beatrice” 

(“the/that most gentle woman-who-makes-blessed,” V twice, XIV, XXIII); “Quella nostra 

Beatrice” (“that woman-who-makes-blessed of ours,” XII); “questa nobilissima Beatrice” (“this 

                                                
180 Though it is not of course, as I have discussed, the common meaning of “Giovanna” that is emphasized – though 

Dante  does offer a literalist analysis of the senhal Primavera – but rather its typological recollection of John the 

Baptist. 
181 “…the glorious lady of my mind […] she whom many called Beatrice without even knowing that was her name” 
(Frisardi). See Spivak’s discussion of the passage in which Beatrice is named, and its relationship to her death: “The 

deprivation of her proper-ty, to put it formulaicly, is [Beatrice’s] beatification. Her ‘proper name,’ that which is most 

proper to her, is emptied of its proper signification as her index, and restored back to the ‘common’ language, where, 

miraculously, at becomes her definitive prediction in terms of a non-indexical meaning attached to dictionaries. The 

work is completed by her death...” (79-80). 
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most noble woman-who-makes-blessed,” XXII); “questa Beatrice” (“this woman-who-makes-

blessed,” XXII, XXVIII); “O Beatrice” (“O woman-who-makes-blessed,” XXIII twice); “la 

mirabile Beatrice” (“the marvelous woman-who-makes-blessed,” XXIV); “quella Beatrice” 

(“that woman-who-makes-blessed,” XXIV); “Ita n’è Beatrice” (“Beatrice is gone,” XXXI) – a 

second exception, from the canzone “Li occhi dolenti,” though also twice quoted in the prose 

chapter preceding it (XXXI); “chiamo Beatrice” (“I call Beatrice,” XXI), which is another 

exception from this same lyric; “questa gloriosa Beatrice” (“this glorious woman-who-makes-

blessed,” XXXIX); “la loro gentilissima Beatrice” (“their woman-who-makes-blessed,” XXIX); 

“la sua beatrice” (“its woman-who-makes-blessed,” XL) – this time not even capitalized, in the 

lyric “Deh! peregrini”; “ricorda Beatrice” (“it recalls Beatrice,” XLI), a final exception, from the 

sonnet “Oltre la spera”; and finally “quella benedetta Beatrice,” (“that blessed woman-who-

makes-blessed”), a phrasing that, in the libello’s last sentence, directly plays on the common 

meaning of the name. Beatrice is, with a small number of exceptions, never unambiguously 

named in the libello. She is never just Beatrice if we except two lyrics – the canzone “Li occhi 

dolenti” and the sonnet “Oltre la spera,” with their associated commentary – and the passage in 

which Love allegorically reinterprets the name of Giovanna.
182

 

 Dante’s occlusion of the proper name of Beatrice in the Vita Nuova, as a sort of 

allegorical or philosophical dispersal, is not the employment of a senhal but just the opposite. 

                                                
182 For completeness’ sake, I note that in the related sonnet “Io mi senti’ svegliar” – the sonnet that concludes with 

Love’s “subtle” identification with Beatrice – the unambiguous phrase (“io vidi monna Vanna e monna Bice” – 

translated by Frisardi: “I made out Lady Joan and Lady Bea”) also appears, referring to Beatrice not by her full 

name but by the abbreviated “Bice” (alongside “Vanna,” short for “Giovanna”). I note that the capitalization of 

Beatrice’s name has little to contribute on this point, since (1) this depends somewhat on modern editorial 

convention, rather than medieval manuscript practice; (2) allegorical generalities such as “Love” and “Knowledge” 
are, as we have seen, commonly capitalized by modern editors in precisely this way. It is notable however that, as I 

will discuss, in one instance Beatrice’s name is not capitalized, and this may play on the fact that capitalization is a 

device that can only be registered in writing; one cannot hear this marker of propriety in a text that is read aloud. If 

read aloud, the effect a phrase such as “quella Beatrice” would surely be to imply that “beatrice” is a common 

signifier rather than a woman’s name. 
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Again, a senhal is a practice used in poetry, particularly that of the Troubadours, in which a false 

or assumed name – a name that may however have an underlying meaning – is used to hide or 

screen the proper name of the beloved. The “donna schermo,” toward whom onlookers think that 

Dante is directing his attention as he sits in church, functions rather like a senhal in this way. 

Dante’s apparent affection for this woman screens his real erotic object, though in this case, 

literalizing the device, it is the physical presence of the woman that fulfills this function, rather 

than an invented sobriquet. A more typical use of the senhal can be seen in Guido’s renaming of 

Giovanna as “Primavera.” Even “Rose” may have been adopted by Guillaume as a senhal, since 

it is not necessarily clear in fact that Rose is the name of the woman addressed in this poem’s 

dedication. Chaucer’s White, though this name obviously has the same meaning as that of the 

historical Blanche, is not, strictly speaking, the name of the dead woman his poem refers to. But 

Dante in contrast is believed to have used the real name of an actual woman: a name whose 

propriety, its specifically referring to this particular woman, is largely elided as it appears in the 

libello; through the systematic use of articles, apostrophes and adjectives, Beatrice’s name is 

largely presented as if it were a common noun. Contrary to Dante’s “subtle” apotheosizing of 

Beatrice – his identification of Beatrice with Love, the number 9, etc. – another reason for this 

treatment of Beatrice’s name is evident if we compare its background in the tradition of the Rose. 

If Beatrice were just an ordinary woman, then her particular existence would have no general 

philosophical meaning for the multiplicity of Dante’s readers. Beatrice, again, is thus made into a 

fable to be passed-over: a poetic figure whose presence is systematically denied to the degree 

that it compromises the Vita Nuova’s philosophical integrity. In order to achieve the Roseate 

purpose of self-glossing – the claim that the libello presents not just a fabulous but a general 

truth – Dante must therefore omit such elements as mark Beatrice to be an actual individual who 
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lived and died, just as he also eliminates his own first name, with that of Guido. This means that 

the actual person Beatrice, her contingent particularities, must generally be omitted from the 

book that purports to be written in her honor at the behest of Love. 

 But, as we have seen, there are also instances in which Beatrice’s particularity is in fact 

glimpsed, and even mourned, within the Vita Nuova. This happens for example in the poem “Li 

occhi dolenti,” the first poem to follow Dante’s pronouncement of Beatrice’s death.
183

 

Conversely, Beatrice’s death – though Dante writes that it cannot be treated – does leave its trace 

upon the libello in various ways. Within its narrative, the news of Beatrice’s death reaches Dante 

before the conclusion of his canzone “Sì lungiamente,” the composition of which it interrupts. 

The news of Beatrice’s death, in other words, interrupts Dante’s writing of “Sì lungiamente,” the 

very topic of which is the duration of Dante’s love. The interrupted canzone begins, “Since Love 

took hold of me it’s been so long” (trans. Frisardi). In the preceding commentary, Dante has 

emphasized the inadequacy of the sonnet-form for the theme here treated. Having spoken 

defectively up until this point (“defettivamente avere parlato”), Dante determines to treat the 

topic of duration in a canzone rather than a sonnet (“e non credendo potere ciò narrare in 

brevitade di sonetto, cominciai allora una canzone, la quale comincia, Sì lungiamente”).
184

 In its 

final form, however, the interrupted canzone consists of fourteen lines, and would closely 

resemble a completed sonnet were it not for the short line “ed escon for chiamando” (11). The 

                                                
183 This canzone is the true poem of mourning in the Vita Nuova, which is not to say that it is devoid of symbolic or 

philosophical content. But in passages such as “Ita n'è Beatrice in l'alto cielo, / nel reame ove li angeli hanno pace, / 

e sta con loro, e voi, donne, ha lassate” (“Departed is she, Beatrice, she’s gone / to heaven’s realm, where angels are 

at peace, / and she’s with them, and left you here with me,” trans. Frisardi), it is quite evident that Beatrice is the 

name of an actual woman who has died. 
184 “After that, one day I started to consider what I had said about my lady—in the two preceding sonnets, that is—
and when I realized that I had not mentioned the effects which her influence was bringing about in me at the present 

time, it seemed that what I had written was not enough. And so I planned to write a poem in which I would say how 

I seemed to be susceptible to her influence, and how her power influenced me. And not believing myself capable of 

conveying this in the brief space of a sonnet, I started a canzone, which begins: ‘Since Love took hold of me.’” 

(Trans. Frisardi) 
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event of Beatrice’s death is thus subtly inscribed in the libello through an absence of writing: a 

truncation, or excision, that is called attention to in the preceding commentary. We are left with a 

truncated sonnet defectively filling the place of a canzone whose very topic is duration. More 

obviously still, after Beatrice’s death, Dante writes that he will now present his commentary 

before each of his lyrics rather than after, in order that they should “appear more widowed” at 

their end (“paia rimanere più vedova dopo lo suo fine,” XXXI). From here on, the chapter breaks 

of the Vita Nuova follow immediately after the inserted lyrics: a striking modification of Dante’s 

pattern up until this point. The absence of Beatrice is now signified through an absence of prose. 

 In her absence, however, Beatrice is not exactly a mortal woman. A recurring thematic by 

which Dante refers to the death of Beatrice is that of the “widowed city.” This thematic derives 

from the Lamentations of Jeremiah, which is invoked as early as chapter 7 in reference to the 

loss of Beatrice’s greeting, and therefore retrospectively anticipates the event of Beatrice’s death. 

Dante’s lyric “O voi, che per la via d’Amor passate” thus echoes Jerome’s statement “O vos 

omnes qui transitis per viam,” associating the desolation of Jerusalem with the absence of 

Beatrice: an absence first temporary then permanent. In Christian exegetical tradition, it is 

common to interpret Lamentations as anticipating typologically the Crucifixion. Dante’s 

invocation of Lamentations is therefore taken by Singleton, in his influential allegorical reading 

of the Vita Nuova, as the basis for his claim that Beatrice is Christ. This same thematic of the 

widowed city appears again in chapter 40 with the sonnet “Deh! peregrini,” which I will discuss 

in the final section of this chapter. Similarly, as I have said, Dante explains the shift in his formal 

procedure,  after the event of Beatrice’s death, by expressing his intention that his lyrics should 

be more widowed at their end: “E acciò che questa canzone paia rimanere più vedova dopo lo 
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suo fine, la dividerò prima che io la scriva: e cotale modo terrò da qui innanzi.”
185

 Implicitly, 

Beatrice is the bridegroom, the lyric is the bride (or rather, widow). It is she, rather than the 

exegetical commentary, whose presence would restore the wholeness of the inserted poems. 

Indeed, Beatrice’s absence is this commentary; she is the gap that, as with Chaucer’s White, 

Dante’s commentary tries to fill. This likewise relates to the general idea that Beatrice is the 

ultimate meaning of the libello: the sublime object whose revelation would restore the “doubtful” 

matter of Dante’s poems/self. In none of these figurative understandings of Beatrice’s absence 

however do we have the sense, as we do in the Commedia, that Beatrice was an actual woman 

with particular qualities whom Dante knew. But the shift in Dante’s representation of Beatrice 

begins already in the later chapters of the Vita Nuova, as I will now turn to discuss. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
185 “And in order to make this canzone appear more widowed when it is done, I will divide it up before I write it 

down; and I will maintain this method from this point on.” (Trans. Frisardi) 
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3.3 Going-Beyond 

So far I have argued that Dante’s Vita Nuova should be seen, like Chaucer’s Book of the 

Duchess, against the backdrop of the Roman de la Rose. These autodiegetic narratives gesture, 

precisely through their mimetic failure, to the traumatic presence of a “real” the Rose leaves out. 

But I have not yet accounted for the conclusion of the Vita Nuova. Dante’s encounter with the 

“Donna gentile,” who is identified in the Convivio with Philosophy, follows as we have seen 

upon the death of Beatrice. This is the “natural” or non-pathological solution to Beatrice’s loss; it 

is what one would expect to find according to the Neoplatonism of Boethius, for whom an 

interest in philosophy naturally succeeds and supplements mere worldly concerns. But Dante’s 

narrative does not end at this point. Contrary to what the hermeneutic tradition would lead us to 

expect – and contrary to the Rose itself, where the extraction of philosophical meaning is 

ultimately figured in terms of a dispersal of “seed” (“graine”) – Dante subsequently changes his 

mind, as it were, and reverts to his earlier “pathological” fixation on the dead Beatrice.
186

 This 

sequence foreshadows, I suggest, Dante’s abandonment of the Platonic subordination of fable to 

philosophy in the supreme fiction of the Commedia, where Beatrice will indeed be reintroduced 

at a climactic moment. The conclusion of the Vita Nuova has always in fact been read as 

announcing the composition of the Commedia: specifically as it is an “end of writing” that now, 

more particularly, can also be identified with the end of the dream of the Rose. And exactly like 

in the Commedia, as I will show, this reversal is figured in terms of a trespass: a “going-beyond” 

the limits Dante laid out, on Roseate grounds, at his libello’s beginning. 

 Dante builds up to his conclusion with a series of chapters recapitulating the whole of the 

Vita Nuova in miniature. These chapters redirect its trajectory up to this point, specifically its 

                                                
186 The closing passage of the Rose refers explicitly to the Lover’s casting of “seed” (“graine”) on the trembling 

petals of the woman-rose. This passage is notably absent from a number of manuscripts and adaptations. 
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philosophical privileging of memory over dream, authenticity over representation, explication 

over representation, prose over poetry. The final sequence begins and ends, programmatically, 

with visions: a “forte imaginazione” (in chapter 39) and a “mirabile visione” (in chapter 42). The 

narrative of the libello, as we have seen, begins with the “maravigliosa visione” or “soave 

sonno” in chapter 3, which inspires the composition of “A ciascun’alma.” Indeed, the terms of 

Dante’s dreamlike experience in chapter 39 closely recall those of his initial dream. Thus in the 

“forte imaginazione,” Beatrice appears “con quelle vestimenta sanguigne co le quali apparve 

prima a li occhi miei; e pareami giovane in simile etade in quale io prima la vidi”: she appears 

“wearing the same crimson clothes in which she first appeared to my eyes. And she seemed 

young, roughly the same age as when I first saw her” (trans. Frisardi). Dante is rebooting the Vita 

Nuova so as to lead it to a radically new conclusion, one different from Boethian conclusion he 

has previously implied. According to the Boethian narrative, it was Dante’s hesitancy to accept 

philosophy in place of fable that marked him “sick”: his fixation on Beatrice rather than the 

Platonic Idea she represents. Philosophy would therefore be identified, as she is in the Convivio, 

with the “donna gentile” who consoles Dante for the death of Beatrice. In Dante’s discussion of 

poetic figures in chapter 25, it was likewise the lack of philosophical substance beneath poetic 

figures that determined, in Macrobian fashion, these figures to be “shameful.” But now in 

chapter 39, as Dante repeats Beatrice’s name to himself (“lo nome di quella gentilissima”), the 

same name that has generally been suppressed up to this point, Dante falls in love with Beatrice 

a second time. And this time it will not be the external semblance of Beatrice he discards, but the 

consolatory strategy of Boethian hermeneutics. 

 In the first poem of the final sequence, and its accompanying prose, Dante’s relapse to 

Beatrice is formulated in reference to the power of the writing, the representation of the 
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beloved’s name. In the sonnet, more particularly, the vanquishing of the speaker’s eyes/heart by 

writing enables him paradoxically to bear witness to the transformative power of the proper, 

which is to say its irreducible specificity. There is, in other words, a sort of writing or 

representation that precedes the differentiation of imitation and truth, dream and waking life. 

This writing is associated with the contingent individuality of the beloved woman: the same 

woman whose particular qualities “stick in the throat” of philosophical interpretation, to which 

she cannot be reduced. The sonnet begins: 

Lasso! per forza di molti sospiri 

che nascon de’ penser che son nel core, 

li occhi son vinti, e non hanno valore 

di riguardar persona che li miri. (1-4)
187

 

The preceding commentary associates the exclamation “Lasso!” with the shame Dante 

experienced on account of his eyes’ “empty imagining”: “Onde io, volendo che cotale desiderio 

e dissi ‘lasso’ in quanto mi vergognava di ciò, che li miei occhi aveano così vaneggiato” 

(XXXIX).
188

 Shame is something that, in chapter 25, Dante associated with the use of poetic 

figures that are empty or have no inner meaning. This anticipates the use of the verb 

“vaneggiare” within the sonnet: a verb that, lacking an exact English equivalent, characterizes 

his delirium in terms of emptiness; in Latin, vanitas. Dante, in other words, has taken a “nothing” 

to a be a “something,” which is a definition of poetry in the Troubadour tradition.
189

 As Dante 

continues, the eyes’ natural function has, as a result of his “error,” been inverted such that now 

                                                
187 “Alas, by force of all my many sighs,  

  born from the thoughts my heart has in its core,  

  my eyes are beaten—no strength any more  
  to meet the gaze of other people’s eyes.” (Trans. Frisardi) 
188 “and I said alas [lasso] because I was ashamed that my eyes had gone off on an empty digression.” (Trans. 

Frisardi) 
189 Cf. Guilhem de Peitieus: “Farai un vers de dret nien” (“I will make a vers of pure nothing”). See discussion in 

Heller-Roazen (chapter 3) of how the Troubadour, writing love-lyric, classically constitutes “himself” from nothing. 
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they manifest or reveal his inner feelings, rather than serving as organs of perception. They 

manifest his inner torment, having been encircled with what Dante calls a “martyr’s crown”: 

E fatti son che paion due disiri 

di lagrimare e di mostrar dolore, 

e spesse volte piangon sì ch’Amore 

li ‘ncerchia di corona di martìri. (5-8)
190

 

The speaker has himself become a sort of sign or indeed a witness to (etymologically, martyr 

means “witness”) the existence of Love. But this deeply un-Boethian power does not derive from 

Lover per se; indeed, in the following tercet, Love is well-nigh strangled in the speaker’s heart 

such that Love “tramortisce” (“faints”). The paradoxical power of the speaker’s thoughts, in the 

final tercet, is revealed to derive from their being “inscribed” by the name of the beloved woman, 

as well as from the speech about her death: “però ch’elli hanno in lor, li dolorosi, / quel dolce 

nome di madonna scritto, / e de la morte sua molte parole” (12-14).
191

  The proper name of the 

beloved, and the account of her death, are precisely what Dante has gone out of his way to omit 

from the libello until this point. Indeed, in his commentary he adds that he desired to destroy a 

“bad desire” which is specifically equated with his desire for the “donna gentile,” interpreted to 

be Boethius’ Philosophy in the Convivio. It is the triumph of represented specificity, of fiction, 

over philosophical abstraction. 

 Dante further develops his inversion of Boethius in chapter 40 where Christ’s image 

supplies the model of a supreme representation: a figure which cannot be subordinated to an 

                                                
190 “There’s nothing left of them but two desires   
to show pain and allow the tears to pour,  

and oftentimes they weep for hours before  

Love rings them with a crown of martyrs’ cries.” (Trans. Frisardi) 
191 “because inside those multitudes of pain / the sweet name of my lady’s written out, / and there’s no dearth of 

words about her death.” (Trans. Frisardi) 
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original substance. Dante writes that after a time of “tribulation” (“tribulazione”) many pilgrims 

(“peregrini”) came through his city on their way to see “quella imagine benedetta la quale Jesu 

Cristo lasciò a noi per esemplo de la sua bellissima figura, la quale vede la mia donna 

gloriosamente…”
192

 This miraculous representation of Christ is however immediately juxtaposed 

with the particular place of Beatrice’s birth, life and death.
193

 In the previous chapter, we had a 

“good” representation, the writing of the beloved woman’s name, opposing and destroying a 

“bad” desire. Now we have, still more emphatically, a “good” representation that relates to pure 

contingency. The word figure (“figura”) has previously been associated with the “vesta di figura 

o di colore rettorico”: the secondary rhetorical clothing that covers-over actual meaning. But now 

the “most beautiful figure” (“bellissima figura”), up in heaven, is the superlative original 

contemplated by Beatrice, just as the “blessed image” (“quella imagine benedetta”) sought by the 

pilgrims is an “esemplo”: the same word Dante used in chapter 2 to describe the “book of my 

memory” from which the libello is copied.
194

 In “Lasso! per forza,” the speaker’s amorous 

burden was associated with “thought.” So in the following chapter Dante writes that his attention 

was drawn to the pilgrims because they appeared “molto pensosi” (“very thoughtful” or 

“preoccupied”). Recognizing that they are unlikely to know of Beatrice’s death, but rather to be 

                                                
192 “the blessed image that Jesus Christ left us as an imprint of his beautiful visage, which my lady sees in glory…” 

(trans. Frisardi) 
193 “la quale vede la mia donna gloriosamente, che alquanti peregrini passavano per una via la quale è quasi mezzo 

de la cittade ove nacque e vivette e morìo la gentilissima donna”; in English: “…which my lady sees in glory, it 

happened that certain pilgrims were passing along a street that runs virtually straight through the middle of the city 

where that most gracious of women was born, lived, and died.” (Trans. Frisardi) 
194 Dante discusses here the meaning of the word “pilgrim”: “E dissi ‘peregrini’ secondo la larga significazione del 

vocabulo; ché peregrini si possono intendere in due modi, in uno largo e in uno stretto: in largo, in quanto è 

peregrino chiunque è fuori de la sua patria; in modo stretto, non s’intende peregrino se non chi va verso la casa di sa’ 

Iacopo o riede” (“I wrote pilgrims in the broader sense of the term, for the word pilgrims can be understood in two 

ways, one broad and one narrow: in the broad sense, a pilgrim is anyone who is outside his homeland; in the narrow 

sense pilgrim is used only for one who travels toward the home of Saint James or returns from it”; trans. Frisardi). 
Pilgrimage a fundamental concept not only here, but also in the Commedia and The Canterbury Tales, can precisely 

be understood here as a reprisal, this time in positive terms, of the Boethian motif of exile. Boethius’s exile was 

associated with his love for “poetical muses” rather than philosophy. But we can here see Dante reappropriating the 

motif of exile, which of course would have a particular concrete meaning within the circumstances of his life, now 

represented as a positive good, specifically as it becomes associated, again, with the performance of poetry. 
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thinking of distant friends whom he does not know (“forse pensano de li loro amici lontani, li 

quali noi non conoscemo”), he realizes he can make these foreigners weep by speaking words 

“which would make anyone cry who heard them” (“parole le quali farebbero piangere chiunque 

le intendesse”). Weeping has previously been an external sign of an internal feeling (as indeed in 

“Lasso! per forza” and earlier “Li occhi dolenti”). But now, Dante determines to evoke this 

outward sign even as he knows nothing of the pilgrims’ inner state. This determination is 

predicated by his recognizing: (1) Christ’s image as a transcendent exemplum, a sign that 

representation does not diminish; (2) the incommensurability of his inner state in relation to that 

of the pilgrims, which is to say, their otherness in relation to each other, which is precisely 

determined by their mutual ignorance of the particular “friends” whose absence they 

contemplate. 

 Within the sonnet itself, the speaker boasts of his ability to transcend the gap between self 

and other, which is the gap between singularity and multiplicity targeted at the beginning of the 

Rose. But it is the absence of the beloved other, though incommunicable in itself, that authorizes 

him to speak words that would make the passing pilgrims cry. The speaker addresses these 

“pensive” pilgrims in associating their thoughtful state with an unknown but specific absence: 

Deh! peregrini che pensosi andate, 

forse di cosa che non v’è presente, 

venite voi da sì lontana gente, 

com’a la vista voi ne dimostrate, 

che non piangete quando voi passate 

per lo suo mezzo la città dolente, 

come quelle persone che neente 
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par che ‘ntendesser la sua gravitate. (1-8)
195

 

Thinking about something back home, the pilgrims do not automatically weep as they pass 

through the “suffering city”; they understand nothing of the city’s burden because they lack 

contingent knowledge. But this inner gap, as the speaker’s “heart of sighs” insists, could easily 

be broached if they would rest and listen for a time, after which they would leave the city in 

tears: 

Se voi restaste per volerlo audire, 

certo lo cor de’ sospiri mi dice 

che lagrimando n’uscireste pui. 

Ell’ha perduta la sua beatrice; 

e le parole ch’om di lei pò dire 

hanno vertù di far piangere altrui. (9-14)
196

 

Whereas the previous sonnet was about the power of the beloved woman’s name qua writing, 

here it is the sound of her name that is emphasized. But it is notable that the propriety of this 

name is still not quite presented as such. The pilgrims hear the message of the last three lines as, 

“She [the city] has lost her woman-who-makes-blessed: and the words that one can say of her 

have potency to make other cry.” In writing, however, we who are initiated into the “private” 

                                                
195 “Oh, pilgrims walking by oblivious,  

your minds, it seems, on something not at hand,  

can you have come from such a distant land—  

the way you look suggests as much to us—  

that you’re not weeping, even as you pass   

right through the suffering city, like that band  

of people who, it seems, don’t understand  

a thing about the measure of its loss?” (Trans. Frisardi) 
196 “If you’ll just stop, because you want to hear  
about it all—so says my sighing heart—   

your eyes will fill with tears before you leave.  

For she who blessed the city is nowhere  

in sight: what words about her we impart  

have force enough to make a stranger grieve.” (Trans. Frisardi) 
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meaning of Beatrice’s name, which is to say, the name’s propriety as such, see that these lines 

refer to a specific person. Indeed, it is because the speaker and the pilgrims share concrete, 

incommunicable thoughts that the speaker has become aware of the possibility of communicating 

in the first place. It is the particularity of the absent other, rather than philosophical generality 

this absence signifies, that opens up communication.
197

 This possibility, however, has not yet 

been carried out: it is only something that could be done after which the pilgrims would leave the 

city in tears. Dante is still announcing a development to come. 

The Boethian motif of pilgrimage is taken up again in the libello’s closing sonnet, “Oltre 

la spera.”
198

 This sonnet is introduced by a passage where Dante writes that, at the request of two 

gentlewomen, he decided to make and send to them “a new thing” (“una cosa nuova”). In this 

sonnet, he will be doing something emphatically new: a “new thing” to conclude the “New Life.” 

“Oltre la spera” describes a visionary journey beyond the limits of representation: 

Oltre la spera che più larga gira, 

passa ‘l sospiro ch’esce del mio core: 

intelligenza nova, che l’Amore 

piangendo mette in lui, pur sù lo tira. (1-4)
199

 

                                                
197 Dante’s move here might be considered as analogous to Hegel’s formulation of the “concrete universal” as 

subsuming the classical philosophical opposition between universality and particularity in The Science of Logic 

(Book 3). This concrete universality emerges not from the excising of difference but from the recognition that 

irreducibile difference is the universal synthesis that was initially sought. 
198 The motif of exile, the loss of one’s homeland, as perfected state was already taken up by Hugh of St. Victor in 

the Didascalicon, in a passage described as “hauntingly beautiful” by Edward Said in his essay “Reflections on 

Exile”: “It is therefore a source of great virtue for the practised mind to learn, bit by bit, first to change about 

invisible and transitory things, so that afterwards it may be able to leave them behind altogether. The man who finds 

his homeland is still a tender beginner; he to whom every soil is as his native one is already strong; but he is perfect 

to whom the entire world is as a foreign land. The tender soul has fixed his love on one spot in the world: the strong 
man has extended his love to all places; the perfect man has extinguished his” (147). 
199 “Beyond the sphere that turns the widest gyre  

rises a sigh my heart cannot contain;  

a new awareness, which Lord Love in pain  

inspires the sigh with, draws him ever higher.” (Trans. Frisardi) 
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As the “sigh” leaves the speaker’s heart and goes beyond the widest sphere, the idea of 

trespassing or going-beyond is recalled by the first two line-openers, “Oltre” (“Beyond”) and 

“passa” (“passes”). Earlier we found Dante eliminating from the libello, by means of a 

“trapassando” or “passing over,” whatever seemed fabulous or fictional. But the difference 

between trapassare and oltrepassare is merely the substitution of one Latin-derived prefix 

(“ultra,” meaning “beyond”) for another that is equivalent (“trans,” meaning “beyond, across”). 

Dante’s “sigh that leaves from my heart,” distinctly a trespass, associates itself by means of the 

motif of weeping with the two sonnets that have just preceded it. Since it is Love now who is 

weeping (“che l’Amore / piangendo”) this sonnet also recalls the initial dream-appearance of 

Love recounted by “A ciascun’alma,” where Love departs “piangendo.” Synthesizing the libello 

as a whole, this upward motion of trespass is also, however, as predicted, something new: it is 

motivated by a “new intelligence” sent by Love, drawing it upward, and this upward motion is 

specifically a matter of desire, since there is a particular place where the sigh “desires” to arrive, 

a place very much in the beyond: 

Quand’elli è giunto là dove disira, 

vede una donna che riceve onore, 

e luce sì che per lo suo splendore 

lo peregrino spirito la mira. (5-8)
200

 

This time, in contrast to the previous sonnet, we, the poem’s readers, relate to the “peregrine 

spirit.” This spirit has desired to see a certain woman who at this point remains unidentified. 

Having gotten where it wanted, the sigh, translating literally, “sees a woman who receives honor, 

                                                
200 “When he has reached the site of his desire   

he sees a woman there, an honored name  

whose splendor is so luminous a flame  

the pilgrim-spirit’s rapt, his gaze entire.” (Trans. Frisardi) 
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/ and light such that by her splendor / the peregrine spirit [the sigh] gazes [or is amazed] at her.” 

But I note, despite its syntactic simplicity, the strangeness of the sonnet as we have read it up to 

this point. “Beyond the widest sphere” is almost to say “in a place that cannot possibly be 

imagined,” but the sonnet then goes on to imagine precisely that place. The strictly visual 

examination of this unimaginable place (“vede,” “mirare”), carried out in relation through light 

(“luce”), is performed moreover by a “sigh”: an aural or “spiritual” entity – in the sense of 

spiritus (“breath”) – that should, like Love, be strictly invisible. Throughout the libello, “sighs” 

(or “sospiri”), as they proceed from the heart (“del mio core”), have been associated with the 

aural performance of poetry. And this performance is now confronted with a decidedly visual 

“splendor” (“splendore”) to which it would seem to bear no logical relation. Stranger still, the 

sigh returns to the speaker’s heart in order to report what it has seen: 

Vedela tal, che quando ‘l mi ridice,  

io no lo intendo, sì parla sottile 

al cor dolente che lo fa parlare. 

So io che parla di quella gentile, 

però che spesso ricorda Beatrice, 

sì ch’io lo ‘ntendo ben, donne mie care. (9-14)
201

 

The returning sigh speaks “sottile” (“subtly”), and Dante has alerted us in his commentary to the 

possibility of a “subtler” interpretation of the sonnet which he “passes over” (“Potrèbbesi più 

sottilmente ancora dividere, e più sottilmente fare intendere; ma puòtesi passare con questa 

                                                
201 “He starts to speak, but I cannot infer  
the meaning of the tale, so subtly spun,   

he tells my suffering heart, which gives him speech.  

I know he’s speaking of that lovely one,  

Beatrice, since he often mentions her—  

that much, dear women, is within my reach.” (Trans. Frisardi) 
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divisa, e però non m’intrametto di più dividerlo”).
202

 Elsewhere in the libello, the word “sottile” 

has been associated with hidden or esoteric meaning, the inner truth to be extracted from the 

clothing of the figure, and this subtle or allegorical meaning has implicitly been privileged. The 

very word “subtle,” in English as in Italian, derives from the Latin “subtela” (“under a web”), 

which is to say, it relates directly to subtext: that which can only be extracted through 

intelligence (literally: “reading between the lines”). Here in “Oltre la spera,” the speaker lacks 

this penetrative intelligence: he cannot in-tend (etymologically: “reach-in”) so as to uncover it. 

“Io no lo intendo,” is to say, literally, “I do not understand.” And yet he knows (“so”) that this 

peregrine sigh speaks of “that gentle woman” because it calls back to his heart in such a way that 

he understands it nonetheless. 

 This “oltre-passando” is a “trapassare”: a going-beyond the limits of philosophy, as 

determined at the libello’s beginning. Dante, addressing a plurality of “women dear to me,” 

speaks a supremely fabulous meaning in defiance of logic, imagining his pathological 

reencounter with the enthroned Beatrice. Here “we,” the poem’s readers, are aligned with the 

“dear women” or “donne mie care” of the sonnet’s last line: precisely those who, in chapter 25, 

were said to be unable to penetrate the inner meaning of poetic figures. But Dante’s reiteration of 

this figure simultaneously inverts the earlier association between woman and lack, specifically 

the lack of philosophical intelligence. “Intendere,” the verb twice used here for “understanding,” 

relates to intention, the meaning the author wants to instill in a given utterance. This is a word 

that Dante uses dozens of times within the Vita Nuova: for instance, when he mentions in his first 

chapter his “intendimento d’asemplare.” Now in the final sonnet, however, there is a clear 

contradiction between his two uses of this verb. The first time it appears, the speaker does not 

                                                
202 “It could be divided up in still more detail [literally: subtly], and thus be more minutely understood, but one can 

get by with this division so I will not bother to divide it up further.” (Trans. Frisardi) 
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intend, does not understand, what the sigh says because it is speaking too subtly. But then the 

speaker “knows” (“so”) that he intends or understands it “well” (“ben”). This is because even 

though he does not understand the precise words being said, the sigh, which proceeds from his 

heart, records or calls back to the heart Beatrice. 

 At the end of the Vita Nuova, the excision of fabulous specificity, the attempt at 

philosophical wholeness, reveals itself to be the very “shame” that Dante set out to avoid. It is, in 

the end, by excising the philosophical truth-claim itself that Dante will be able to “treat” 

Beatrice. The whole of the Vita Nuova, again, is a recollection or recording of words inscribed in 

“the book of my memory.” But the libello is not only a commentary: it is a poem, a work of 

fable, a dream. Word and thing, recollection and invention, imagination and insight converge as, 

in his final chapter, Dante announces the “new” writing of the Commedia to be an “end” of fable. 

It is the end of fable’s subordination to philosophy, the announcement that, because of a 

“mirabile visione,” he will not write again of Beatrice until he can find a new way to “trattare di 

lei” more worthily (“degnamente”). In the new visionary writing of the Commedia – not a 

dream-fable, but a fiction – fable will no longer be subordinated to philosophical truth, as it is 

through fable, a narrative that is doubtful, that Dante will re-present Beatrice, speaking a truth 

that is more fundamental than these distinctions. 
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Chapter 4: Chaucer’s Dantean Dream-Poems 

At this point it may be useful for me to summarize the attitudes my analysis has 

uncovered so far in the various texts I have considered. In a certain sense, this summary must 

itself be considered fable, rather than history or philosophy, since it is not strictly possible to 

identify these positions with the conscious intentions of these texts’ authors. In the final analysis, 

these are structural positions inhabited by these texts from time to time. Nonetheless, my basic 

point remains, on a more pragmatic level, that Dante and Chaucer were doing something 

different with their fictions than those who had come before them; and their fiction emerged 

from a long history of considering, most notably in the Rose, the relationship between fable and 

truth. 

 In the beginning, which is to say with Plato, we find that there was a quarrel between 

philosophy and poetry, a fall from grace in which the latter was cast out of the high heaven of 

intellectual respectability, as it were. This is the position of philosophy. According to this 

position, which is Plato’s, poetry, fiction, fable – writing that is not literally true – is false and 

deleterious. Though fable pretends, like philosophy, to make true statements about the world, 

this promise is false; fiction is simply “made up,” as its name would imply; there is no inner 

value to it. Philosophy, the discourse of truth, is defined by this position as the revelation or 

discovery of the inner nature of things: of the world as it really is, rather than as it appears to our 

erroneous senses. A work of literature that speaks merely to the senses rather than to 

philosophical reality, which is composed of abstract ideas, though perhaps it may superficially 

resemble philosophy – both philosophy and poetry are made up of words, they make statements 

about the world, and indeed may be a source of pleasure – is not merely different from 

philosophy but dangerous, something to be avoided by men with philosophical inclinations or 
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abilities. I use the word “men” deliberately: this discourse is overwhelmingly phallocentric, as 

the philosophical ability to penetrate the surface appearances of things, the power of intellect, is 

classically gendered as male, which is to say there is an equivalency drawn between the 

intellectual ability to think like a philosopher, discarding fallacious figures as they present 

themselves, in favor of the inner meaning these figures at once conceal and disclose, and the 

quintessentially male bodily function of phallic penetration. The ancient trope of the veil of 

nature represents the phenomenal world, the world as we experience it through the senses, as a 

womanly body to-be-unveiled by the insight of the philosophers, who are defined precisely by 

this capacity for this intelligence. Fable is a deceitful counterpart to this veiled woman, since 

being untrue, fable is empty within, revealing nothing. Fable consists in other words of no more 

than the veil, as it lacks underlying substance. This trope distinctly implies that it is only virtuous 

men, determined by their capability for, and inclination to, the denuding of nature in this way, 

who are and can be philosophers. Fable should be eliminated from the temple of truth, as 

Macrobius puts it, and left to those who are unable to think beyond the mere surfaces of things in 

any case: women, children, and effeminate men. From this perspective, dream is analogous to 

poetry: it is wholly fictive or lacking in truth, though it may seem to be very real, and for this 

reason it too is false or misleading. 

 Next we have the response to this Platonic position voiced by Macrobius and others who, 

through to Boccaccio and beyond, while taking the basic opposition between philosophy and 

fable for granted, nonetheless argue that some fabulous narratives may conceal an inner truth to-

be-extracted through interpretive engagement. This is the position of the exegetes: the standard 

approach to the pagan classics throughout the Middle Ages. Poets such as Virgil and Ovid, and 

originally Homer, were acknowledged to have lied, but some of these lies were thought to 
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conceal an inner allegorical meaning for those who knew how to reveal this meaning correctly. 

In other words, some fictional narratives, or fables, are in fact not fable but disguised philosophy: 

philosophy which presents itself in the guise of fiction either for rhetorical reasons – the 

sensuous appeal of the surface figures being intended to seduce one into inner truth – or because 

it conceals an esoteric meaning for the initiated to discover. The act of revealing this inner truth 

is in itself a philosophical act, since it too is a matter of penetrating the delusive surface of things 

so as to arrive at the inner truth concealed beneath. And it can therefore be only a philosopher 

who can restore philosophical dignity or substance to a fabulous-seeming text through the act of 

interpretive engagement: to transmute fable into philosophy, as it were. Glossing or exegesis is 

this act of transmutation, the pursuit of the doubtful or unnatural-seeming aspects of a given text, 

such as appear to be false or lacking in truth, so as to disclose the inner truth these figures 

conceal. And again, exegesis for this reason is a philosophical act: philosophy is defined by its 

unveiling of the inner meaning behind the doubtful-seeming or enigmatic surface of nature in 

precisely this way. This further explains, as we already glimpsed, the resemblance between the 

veil of nature and the veil of fiction, though it must be repeated that fiction strictly speaking 

corresponds, like the enigmatic figures of nature, to the veil rather than what lies beneath it, 

according to the metaphor. Properly speaking, philosophically speaking, it is the veil of nature 

and the veil of philosophy, when presented in fabulous or figurative terms, that relate to one 

another. We can also see that dream-interpretation, from this exegetical position, is analogous to 

interpretive glossing: dreams, like fiction, though literally false by definition, may nonetheless 

conceal an inner truth to-be-uncovered in time. 

 But there is also a flipside to the exegetical argument, according to which fable is 

especially dangerous or unstable for the very reasons that have been presented in its defense. For 
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the Neoplatonist Boethius, the realization that what appears to be fable may be philosophy in 

disguise makes fable all the more dangerous. Now fable can present itself as “covered” 

philosophy, leading one down a rabbit-hole, into the labyrinth of figural exegesis, from which 

there is no telling if one will ever emerge. This is the danger of the siren-song of poetry, which 

according to Cicero reflects, as a trope, poetry’s promise of truth: truth to-be-revealed in time. 

Fable can only be exposed as such through philosophical interpretation, just as Virgil will lay 

bare the wretched emptiness of the Siren in Dante’s dream. But philosophy is itself composed of 

figures, and this means that every writing, and not just fable, must be subject to interpretive 

engagement if its inner substance is to be tried. Philosophia presents herself figuratively, like the 

poetical sirens, as a woman attended by muses; philosophy herself will speak in song. Figures of 

rhetoric, as Macrobius argued, may be a legitimate aspect of philosophical discourse. But as we 

saw in De planctu Naturae, these figures threaten to corrupt philosophy from within, 

effeminizing it as well as its readers, who increasingly are attracted to the figures themselves 

rather than the inner truth which they should properly present and disclose. Philosophical 

commentary itself, once corrupted by rhetoric, threatens to degenerate into further corruption, as 

the unnatural glossing of figurative language by figurative language gives rise to monstrous 

offspring with no relationship to nature, to the world as it really is. To confront these 

proliferating figures is a heroic and well-nigh impossible task: it is the task of Hercules cutting 

off the heads of the Hydra, as Erasmus would put it in a different but a related context.
203

 

 At this point we arrive at the position that was adopted by the allegorical dream-poets 

beginning with Guillaume de Lorris. The dream-poet, recognizing the impossibility – and indeed 

the undesirability – of dispensing with figures altogether, uses the fiction of a dream to present a 

                                                
203 See Erasmus’s well-nigh apocalyptic essay “Herculei labores” in later editions of his collected Adages (one of the 

most popular texts of the sixteenth century). Erasmus was particularly concerned that the invention of printing, 

which he had formerly celebrated, would result in error proliferating itself faster than it could be combatted. 
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fable as self-commentary, and this self-explication is identified with the task of philosophy per 

se, the penetrating discernment of inner truth. In the Rose, the Lover’s attempt to “pluck” or 

penetrate the secrets of nature, as ultimately figured by his pursuit of Rose, is literally also the 

reader’s attempt to uncover the allegorical meaning of the poem. And because it purports to be 

about no more than its own meaning – it is a gloss upon the dream of which the poem consists – 

the allegorical or, as it were, solipsistic dream-poem can claim to be wholly true and therefore 

distinguishable from fable, since the meaning of the poem is no more and no less than the 

meaning of the poem, just as 1=1. Precisely because it is no more than a fable, in other words, no 

more than a dream, the dream-poem can claim to be a work of philosophy, as it treats not the 

ephemeral appearances of things as they present themselves to the senses, but rather abstract 

concepts and entities as they are known to the intellect: Old Age, Love, Jealousy... By restricting 

its object, in other words, to philosophical abstractions which it is the poem’s task to define, the 

Roseate dream-fable is literally both fable and philosophy, much as Odysseus manages to 

survive hearing the song of the sirens by tying himself to the mast of his ship.
204

 And yet, 

paradoxically, because the dream-poem is the act of explication, this act can never satisfactorily 

be completed; the true meaning of the poem can never be presented in its all, since for the 

poem’s object to be attained would mean the premature conclusion of the poem. Thus the ending 

is missing from many versions of the Rose, both its French manuscripts and its adaptations into 

other languages, including those adaptations attributed to Dante and Chaucer. 

 This incompletability of dream-writing, as we have seen, is one of the limitations 

recognized and responded to by Chaucer and Dante in their early experiments with the form. 

These extremely variable poets may well have been frustrated, in addition, by the strictures on 

                                                
204 Ulysses and the Sirens is the name of Jon Elster’s influential study of rationalism in the eighteenth-century, 

defined precisely a sort of self-binding. 
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the matter of this sort of poetry, which can only deal with generalities or potential generalities if 

it is to preserve its constitutive claim to be self-explicating in its all. Dante and Chaucer would 

ultimately have it both ways; they would hear the music of the sirens and remain untied, or 

rather, they would sing themselves that music. In the Vita Nuova and Book of the Duchess, Dante 

and Chaucer centered their narratives around the death of a beloved woman, allegorizing her 

own absence from dream-writing as such. That is to say, her absence from the Platonic discourse 

of philosophy, according to which fabulous i.e. female specificity – defined as that which is left 

over or discarded when the inner meaning of a figure has been disclosed – has no true meaning 

or presence. Already within the Platonic position we can see that there is a problem with its 

claim to universality, since its would-be universality depends on the exclusion of a large number 

of potential subjects. Confronting this exclusion, centering their works on the margin, on what 

dream-writing leaves out, Dante and Chaucer, in their earliest original works, call attention to the 

way in which the Rose already in fact implicitly shows philosophy to be a dream. The dream of 

philosophy, the telos toward which it strives, is the impossible fantasy of a fully explicated truth: 

the body of nature laid bare. The very word philosophy means love of (female-gendered) 

wisdom; philosophy’s pursuit was always already the dream-fable of the Rose. But it is clear in 

all these cases that, in fact, it is the absent and unnamable thing being withheld, the irreducible 

figure-to-be-glossed, that sustains and justifies the philosophical project as such. Philosophy is 

this prolonged striving, this endless deferral or suspense. And therefore the unrepresentability of 

the deaths of Beatrice and White, the very subject of Dante and Chaucer’s texts, gestures to a 

constitutive lack within the body of philosophy as it were: a lack that corresponds to the original 

Platonic myth that fable can be distinguished from philosophy on the basis of lack. Now 

canceling out this structure, it is philosophy that is shown to be lacking since the actual arrival of 
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the absent ground of being, the thing-in-itself, would mean nothing less and nothing more than 

the end of the dream, the death of philosophy. 

 Chaucer’s Duchess ends here, an elegy for philosophy as it were. But Dante, in final 

chapters of the Vita Nuova, went further than this, systematically undoing the Boethian turn 

away from Beatrice and towards philosophy that is related in the libello up to this point. In the 

supreme fiction of the Commedia, here anticipated in the last sonnet “Oltre la spera,” it is the re-

presentation of Beatrice as inexplicable singularity – Beatrice as herself, rather than as an 

allegory of inexplicability, the number 9 etc. – that crystallizes the literalism of the fiction as 

such allowing Dante, for this reason, as we will see, to name himself within his fiction as its 

author. This is the true universality: that of embracing the contingent circumstances of actual 

existence precisely to the degree they are contingent and therefore ipso facto on the margin. And 

paradoxically, this universality is possible only in fiction, since philosophy depends on, and 

defines itself by, the excision of that which cannot be shown to be generally necessary or true; 

fiction, in contrast, presents itself as nothing more than what it is. 

 But Dante still could not announce his fiction as such; lacking the institution of fiction, he 

had to continue to present the Commedia as if it were an allegory, a “truth with the face of a lie.” 

And in this same way the poem’s commentators have generally received it from Boccaccio on 

throgh modern times. It remained therefore for Chaucer to actualize Dante’s innovation, 

bracketing the pretension to allegorical truth, just as Dante had already, in effect, bracketed out 

the dream from the dream of the Rose. Although it would be in the framework to The Canterbury 

Tales that Chaucer came most fully to identify with Dante’s authorial position, as I discussed in 

my opening chapter, his initial engagement with the Commedia actually took place in his dream-

poems. I turn to consider this engagement for the remainder of the present chapter. 
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4.1 After Fiction: Chaucer after Dante 

Chaucer’s poem The House of Fame has long been read as responding to Dante’s 

Commedia.
205

 An unfinished dream-writing in three books, the poem describes how its speaker, 

identified by name with the poet as “Geffrey,” was selected to go on a marvelous journey 

through a series of celestial realms, and the poem contains a number of citations from all three of 

Dante’s cantiche. It also contains the earliest naming of Dante in English. Chaucer’s guide and 

companion on his journey is a talking eagle who is widely thought to parody Dante’s guides 

Virgil and Beatrice. Thus the eagle’s pedantic and quietly obscene digression on the origin of 

sound as “eyr broken” (broken air, 765) been read as a comic send-up of some of the longer 

explanatory passages in the Commedia: for instance, Beatrice’s lengthy explanation of sunspots 

in Paradiso. Because of these allusions to Dante, The House of Fame has even been tentatively 

identified with the “Dante in Inglissh” attributed to Chaucer by the poet Lydgate.
206

 Such 

approaches have tended to represent the House as something like a burlesque of Dante by a rival 

poet. But comedy is not without meaning, and Dante himself identifies his great poem with the 

“low” style of comedy.
207

 All of which is to say that Chaucer’s parodic reception of Dante in The 

House of Fame is still not fully understood in its implications. Rather than retracing all of the 

many references to Dante in Chaucer’s work, which have already given rise to much critical 

discussion, I will begin by presenting some of the ways in which I differentiate Chaucer’s 

                                                
205 The suggestion that The House of Fame parodies the Commedia was already argued by Rambeau in 1870, who 

catalogues a number of the many borrowings (some disputed) from Dante in this poem. Layerle made the interesting 

suggestion that if Chaucer was indeed born in 1343 or thereabouts, he might have been 35, the age at which Dante 

claims to have undertaken his pilgrimage, at the time he wrote The House of Fame. But the chronology of Chaucer’s 

works, like the exact date of his birth, remains uncertain, and in any case the point is hardly a material one, since 

Dante certainly wrote the Commedia well after the year in which it supposedly took place. Koonce, though drawing 

some interesting parallels, I take in some respects to be exemplary of the sort of approach I argue is precisely not 
representative of Chaucer’s Dantean practice of fiction (his search for neat allegorical correspodences, etc.). The 

topic has been much-discussed: see in particular Boitani (1983 and 1984), Havely (1997) and Wallace (2007). 
206 This is in The Fall of Princes. Whether or not this refers to The House of Fame has been much discussed in 

criticism. 
207 Cf. Curtius on comedy and “the low style.” 
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engagement with Dante in his various proto-fictive writings, leaving aside for now The House of 

Fame and the properly fictive Canterbury Tales. I then will discuss some aspects of Dante’s 

unveiling of his own fiction in the Commedia. And finally I will return to The House of Fame in 

order to show how the Commedia relates to Chaucer’s emancipation of fiction in this, his most 

Dantean dream-poem. 

 Chaucer’s engagement with Dante is virtually unique among non-Italian medieval 

writers. But in the Chemin de longue estude, Christine de Pisan provides what is perhaps the 

closest non-Italian counterpart to Chaucer’s engagement with Dante in The House of Fame. The 

very title of this poem, in which Christine is guided on a long journey by a Virgilian “Sibyl,” 

echoes Dante’s words to Virgil upon their initial encounter in Inferno 1 (“vagliami ‘l lungo 

studio…”). But Christine’s poem was written several decades after Chaucer’s, and indeed by a 

self-described “italienne”: Christine was born in Venice, and her family originated from the 

vicinity of Bologna. No other medieval writer in English, French, or the Iberian languages, is 

quite so Dantean as Chaucer in the House or Christine in Chemin: though it is notable that there 

were Hebrew-language imitations of Dante written in Italy.
208

 By way of comparison, the earliest 

recollection of Dante in German, from the second half of the fifteenth century, is a fragmentary 

adaptation of the hell-gate inscription from Inferno 3: a passage already imitated a century earlier 

in Chaucer’s poem The Parliament of Fowls.
209

 

 Many of Chaucer’s mature poems can be read as responding to some extent to Dante. I 

have discussed how Chaucer relates his self-representation in The Canterbury Tales to that of the 

                                                
208 Most famously, Immanuel of Rome’s Ha-Tofet ve-ha-Eden was inspired by Dante’s Commedia, and sometimes it 

is said to have been intended as a tribute to Dante by a personal friend. Less well-known is the relationship of 
Immanuel’s Scroll of Love to the Vita Nuova, which has been suggested by Ann Brener. Indeed, the very earliest 

Hebrew-language sonnets, in Immanuel’s Mahberot, were composed in imitation of Dante around the year 1300, 

and therefore are the earliest sonnets to be written in a non-Sicilian or Italian dialect. For discussion of Immanuel 

and his Jewish-Italian identity, see Alfie. 
209 Cf. Friedrich. 
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Commedia, and doubtless there is much more to say about the relationship between these works. 

By comparison, Chaucer’s other major composition, Troilus and Criseyde, draws more from 

Boccaccio than from Dante, as it is an adaptation of Boccaccio’s poem the Filostrato. Boccaccio 

himself was, of course, deeply influenced by Dante, which means that much of what Chaucer 

takes from Boccaccio has a Dantean backdrop.
210

 But on the whole, Chaucer can be said in this 

work to imitate Boccaccio’s “high” style of epic romance or “tragedye,” which is precisely not 

the “comedy” or “supreme fiction” of the Commedia. Nor is Troilus autodiegetic: although the 

narrator’s intrusions are significant, the narrator is not himself featured as an active participant in 

the plot, which takes place among the pseudo-historical inhabitants of ancient Troy. As Howard 

suggested however, the concluding stanzas of Troilus, in which Chaucer announces his intention 

to follow its composition with “som comedye,” can be read as referring  to Dante. Indeed, this 

passage seems to position the future composition of The Canterbury Tales as a sort of equivalent 

to the Commedia.
211

 The basic critical point to be made here is that – counterintuitively perhaps, 

but rightly – Chaucer identifies the supreme fiction of the Commedia and The Canterbury Tales 

with the “low” style of comedy rather than the high seriousness of tragedy, which implies in turn 

these writings’ greater distance from the “serious” claim to historical or philosophical truth. The 

move from tragedy to comedy is comparable in this respect to the poets’ move from prose to 

verse, Latin to the vernacular: from the philosophical perspective, they are going in the wrong 

direction. 

 Chaucer’s narrative anthology The Legend of Good Women is also, like Troilus, arguably 

more Boccaccian than Dantean. Indeed, in writing it, Chaucer drew on Boccaccio’s collection of 

                                                
210 I am somewhat puzzled, for this reason, by the importance attributed to Troilus in previous monographs on the 

topic of Dante’s reception by Chaucer, for example those of Taylor and Shoaf. 
211 See discussion of in The Idea of the Canterbury Tales. Monica McAlpine offers a Boethian interpretation of the 

opposition between comedy and tragedy in Chaucer’s writing, in which comedy is identified with the consolatory 

practice of true understanding (see her second chapter). 
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short biographies of famous women, De mulieribus claris, in the preface to which Boccaccio, 

much like Chaucer in the Legend, expresses his desire to confer on his subjects what might be 

described as the alternative immortality of fame. In his poem, Chaucer literalizes Boccaccio’s 

desire to save these women, some of whom might be considered distinctly unworthy of salvation 

from a Christian standpoint (Cleopatra, Medea…). Thus Chaucer attributes the statement “Ne 

shal no trewe lover come in helle” (553) to a mythological figure whose story exemplifies this 

alternative redemption offered by fame. This is Alcestis, the woman from classical myth who 

agreed to die in the place of her husband Admetus, but ultimately was redeemed from hell by 

Hercules. Alcestis is encountered in the Legend’s Prologue – a dream-poem surviving in two 

distinct versions known as F and G – where she is also, in Roseate fashion, an embodiment of the 

daisy. The “resurrection” of Alcestis is therefore also an allegorical representation of the 

flowering of the daisy, and it closely recalls the tradition of dream-writing I discussed in my 

second chapter, where Machaut and Froissart compare themselves to Orpheus and Morpheus. 

Alcestis, much like Eurydice or Ceyx in these cases, has in a manner of speaking been brought 

up from the underworld by the power of poetry. Chaucer’s imitation of the post-Dante Boccaccio 

might therefore be described, in fact, as a sort of retreat back away from the supreme fiction of 

The Canterbury Tales; now in the Legend, we are back in a space much closer to the Rose, as 

Chaucer retells authoritative stories from classical antiquity (“And this is storyal soth, it is no 

fable,” 702). However, the differences between the F and the G versions of the Prologue may 

speak to Chaucer’s uncertainty about this move. In the G version of the Prologue, the poet wakes 

and begins to carry out his assigned task of writing versified stories about women-lovers. But in 

the F version he gets right to work, apparently still within the dream. The F version seems to 

imply therefore that Chaucer’s writing is itself a sort of dream. And it must be noted that, in both 
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cases, the larger poem is unfinished; Chaucer never actually completed the Legend as projected. 

On the other hand, considered against the background of the Rose, writing is in this case being 

treated, in a more Dantean manner, as an alternative to biological reproduction, since Love’s 

pardoning of Chaucer at the behest of Alceste revises the pardon that is issued to lovers by 

Genius on behalf of Nature in the Rose. And at the beginning of the Prologue, the love of a 

woman – conflated in a Roseate way with the love of a flower, in fact the very same flower 

celebrated by Froissart – is also very literally a stand-in for the speaker’s love of books. 

 The “French” treatment of these themes by the avid Dantisti Boccaccio and Chaucer can 

also, in the other direction, offer new insight into one of the most-discussed episodes in Dante’s 

Commedia, the story of Francesca da Rimini as told in Inferno 5. Francesca is of course a lover 

who, literally speaking, is not redeemed from Hell. Or is she...? Perhaps it is possible to read this 

story in a different way. In my second chapter I discussed how Ovid, by lending fame to the 

lovers Ceyx and Alcyone – exactly as he does for himself at his poem’s ending – in fact 

accomplishes through writing the miraculous transformation that he attributes in his poem to 

unnamed gods. Because of Ovid’s poem, the lovers’ names are linked together in writing 

forever, just as Alcyone intended should be effected through her suicide. Having become writing 

(“littera”), Alcyone would be reunited with her husband on their funerary inscription, since she 

no longer believes she can be rejoined to her husband in the flesh. In fact, the famous last line of 

Dante’s fifth canto (“E caddi come corpo morto cade”) relates to this very same episode in Ovid. 

Commentators more typically note this line’s resemblance to a similar passage in the Italian 

prose romance La tavola ritonda. But this romance survives in only a single Florentine 

manuscript from the fifteenth century (Codex Palatinus 556), and it likely postdates the 

Commedia. An earlier critical tradition relates this line to Ovid’s telling of the myth of Ceyx and 
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Alcyone, specifically the passage where Alcyone’s body collapses upon her husband’s departure 

(“conlapsaque corpore toto est,” 11.460).
212

 This would place Dante, exactly like Chaucer when 

he reads the story of Ceyx and Alcyone in the Duchess, in the “female” position of Alcyone: a 

position from which he is hurried on by “philosophical” Virgil. 

 The Francesca passage has long been read as a kind of bidding-farewell to French 

literature by Dante. Dante here echoes the Roseate love-poetry of his youth, as he also refers 

explicitly to the “bad” influence of Arthurian romance in bringing together the lovers Paolo and 

Francesca. As it would seem, the project shared by Boccaccio and Chaucer of “bringing up” 

women-lovers from hell reverses Dante’s practice in Inferno 5. Dante, in other words, would be 

condemning to Hell precisely the sorts of people that Boccaccio and Chaucer wish to save. If 

Chaucer’s telling of the story of Alcyone is, as I’ve described it, a sort of “nightmare of the real,” 

a warning about the false promises of poetry, then Dante, by placing Francesca in Hell – exactly 

unlike the metapoetic figures Orpheus, Morpheus and Hercules – would merely be putting things 

in their proper place. Literature, as fantasy, would thus be opposed to the everyday reality of 

ordinary life in which there is no redeeming lost souls such as Francesca. 

 But such a reading would overlook the fact that Francesca’s story is only really known to 

us because of Dante’s telling of it.
213

 We are not dealing here with real life but with a poem, the 

supreme or absolute fiction of the Commedia. It is Dante who has conferred an afterlife on 

                                                
212 See commentary by Torraca. 
213 See Barolini’s essay in Francesca in Dante and the Origins of Italian Literary Culture. See also discussion in 

Mann. Cf. also, by way of contrast, the famous conclusion to Heine’s Deutschland, ein Wintermärchen: 

“Kennst du die Hölle des Dante nicht, 

Die schrecklichen Terzetten? 

Wen da der Dichter hineingesperrt, 
Den kann kein Gott mehr retten – 

Kein Gott, kein Heiland, erlöst ihn je 

Aus diesen singenden Flammen! 

Nimm dich in Acht, daß wir dich nicht 

Zu solcher Hölle verdammen.” 
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Francesca: an afterlife that is only condemnatory if we take Dante’s poem to be true. It is not 

really the case, in other words, that Dante places the real person Francesca da Rimini in Hell; this 

is precisely his fiction, what he has “made up.” And by means of this fiction, Dante in fact has 

managed to garner for this unfortunate woman the sympathy and the fame which she would 

never have otherwise achieved. In other words, it is Dante who, exactly like Ovid – and more 

successfully than either Chaucer or Boccaccio, who attempt similar effects – saves Francesca 

from her obscure fate. Moreover, Dante figures this transformation metapoetically in precisely 

the same way Ovid does in the Metamorphoses. There, as we saw, Ovid underscores his own 

relationship to Alcyone at the conclusion of the poem by comparing them both to birds. Ovid, 

because of his poem’s fame, will be borne aloft on “wings” just as earlier, in Metamorphoses 11, 

the fame conferred on Ceyx and Alcyone by poetry was figured as a miraculous transformation 

into kingfishers. Exactly in the same way, Dante represents his redemptive treatment of Paolo 

and Francesca by transforming these lovers into birds, the canto being well-known for the large 

number of avian similes with which its lovers are described, as they are carried about by the 

“wings” of desire.
214

 Thus Dante in fact goes farther than either Boccaccio or Dante in conferring 

on his tragic lovers, to borrow a phrase from Eugenio Montale, “the second life of art.” 

 Moving forward: the very opening of The Legend of Good Women contains in fact 

several allusions to Dante as it considers the Roseate question of whether there is truth to be 

found in books: a question relating directly to the genealogy I sketched out at the beginning of 

this chapter. At the beginning of this poem, the speaker uses the Dantean example of knowledge 

of heaven and hell (“A thousand tymes have I herd men telle / That there ys joy in hevene and 

peyne in helle,” F 1-2) to formulate the anti-empiricist argument that one can know things that 

one has not sensually experienced: 

                                                
214 The transformation into birds is interpreted as allegorizing desire in the roughly contemporary Ovide moralisé. 
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 And I acorde wel that it ys so; 

 But, natheles, yet wot I wel also 

 That ther nis noon dwelling in this contree 

 That eyther hath in hevene or helle ybe, 

 Ne may of hit noon other weyes witen 

 But as he hath herd seyd or founde it written; 

 For by assay ther may no man it preve. (3-9) 

This assertion, followed by a reference to “Bernard the monk” (who “saugh nat all, pardee!” F 

16) shows that Dante is very much on Chaucer’s mind; indeed Dante will be quoted by name in 

F 360. This leads to the speaker’s discussion of his love for books, and finally his love for the 

daisy, which leads in turn to the dream-narrative that follows. Alcestis, a personage from 

literature who came back from hell, and is said by Chaucer to have been embodied in the daisy, 

unites these complex thematic strands even as she is also, in the manner of the Rose, a figure for 

erotic or hermeneutic satisfaction. In order to make up for Chaucer’s “heresye” of translating the 

Rose, he must “bring up” the Legend of Good Women, at Alcestis’ suggestion, in appeasement of 

the god Love. This comparatively late work can therefore be seen in a certain way to re-

synthesize the narrative modes that had characterized Chaucer’s fiction outside The Canterbury 

Tales: the rehearsal of “olde approved stories” (21) such as are taken from authoritative books; 

and autodiegetic dream-poetry, here given a Dantean twist. 

 Chaucer’s post-Dantean Legend of Good Women can be contrasted therefore to the earlier 

dream-poems The Parliament of Fowls and The House of Fame, where Chaucer’s relationship to 

Dante is thematized but still unstable. In the Parliament, though Chaucer ultimately uses a 

reworking of the hell-gate inscription to introduce a Roseate dream-landscape, complete with 
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fabulous talking birds, the engagement with Dante is, in the earlier portions of the poem, fairly 

extensive, and not so easily resolved. The speaker of the Parliament, after spending a day 

reading the Dream of Scipio, falls asleep and dreams that he is met by the spiritual guide of the 

Somnium, Scipio Africanus. The treatment of Scipio Africanus in the Dream is in itself an 

obvious model for Dante’s treatment of Virgil in the Commedia, and it is worth repeating, 

furthermore, that the subject of the Dream – which describes a guided journey through the 

celestial spheres to the resting place of virtuous souls – is the very same as the literal subject of 

the Commedia as described in the Epistle to Can Grande: “the state of souls after death.” That 

Chaucer drew a connection between these works seems clear from his describing the journey of 

Scipio as having been to “hevene and helle” (32), a statement which may describe Dante’s 

Commedia, but not, strictly speaking, the Dream of Scipio. Chaucer’s treatment of “Affrican,” 

furthermore, is clearly modeled on Dante’s treatment of Virgil. Both, for example, make physical 

contact with their respective poet as the poet passes through an inscribed gate, granting that in 

Chaucer’s case this contact is comically described as a shove.
215

 But the “Dante” portion of the 

Parliament ends at this passage, which is clearly modeled on Inferno 3. From here on, we are 

back in the more familiar space of a Roseate garden, rather than the “supreme fiction” of the 

Commedia and The Canterbury Tales. 

 Chaucer’s subsequent turn away from Dante in this poem belies a critical engagement 

with the Commedia and its fiction. Chaucer’s basic point is one that could not have been 

appreciated by Dante’s early commentators, for whom, as I have said, the poem was a sort of 

instant classic comparable to the epic poems of Roman antiquity. When Affrican first appears in 

the Parliament, we seem to be entering into Dante’s fiction: that is through Chaucer’s imitation 

of Inferno 1. Quoting from Inferno 2, he has already compared – with comic bathos, to be sure – 

                                                
215  Compare Christine’s similar holding of the Sybil’s hand in the Chemin de longue estude. 
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his going to sleep after a hard day’s reading to Dante’s setting out on his journey beyond the 

celestial spheres. Chaucer’s slightly disordered series of allusions – first Canto 2, then Canto 1, 

then Canto 3 – may itself recall the “two steps forward, one step back” movement of Dante’s 

terza rima. Though both the Commedia and the Parliament are night-journeys, in other respects 

they may be contrasted to one another. Dante’s labor is emphatically solitary (“io sol uno”) in its 

opposition to the general order of nature; all other living beings are getting ready for sleep: 

Lo giorno se n’andava, e l’aere bruno 

toglieva li animai che sono in terra 

da le fatiche loro; e io sol uno 

m’apparecchiava a sostener la guerra 

sì del cammino e sì de la pietate, 

che ritrarrà la mente che non erra. (1-6)
216

 

This anti-natural singularity corresponds to the specificity of Dante’s self-representation as 

contingency. Unlike the speaker of the Rose, Dante is cut off from the community of his readers 

through his exceptional participation in the task at hand.
217

 This division reflects the difference 

between dream-fable and fiction proper, since dream-fable purports to elide particularity in time, 

transforming itself into a work of philosophy, which by definition is concerned with general 

truths. Thus the reader of the Rose, receiving instruction in love, is said to become “the Lover” to 

whom this reader literally gives voice. Chaucer’s Parliament parodies Dante’s divergence from 

                                                
216 “The day was now departing; the dark air 

released the living beings of the earth 
from work and weariness; and I myself 

alone prepared to undergo the battle 

both of the journeying and of the pity, 

which memory, mistaking not, shall show.” (Trans. Mandelbaum) 
217 Thus Dante’s passage through the afterlife is continually a source of wonder to those he encounters. 
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this pattern. Inverting Dante, Chaucer reverts back to the philosophical generality of the Rose. 

Thus his night-journey is carried out in accordance with the rest of nature: 

 The day gan faylen, and the derke nyght, 

 That reveth bestes from here besynesse, 

 Berafte me my bok for lak of lyght, 

 And to me bed I gan me for to dresse, 

 Fulfyld of thought and busy hevynesse; 

 For bothe I hadde thyng which that I nolde, 

 And ek I ne hadde that thyng that I wolde. (85-91) 

Chaucer’s dreamer does not stand outside nature but is part of it.
218

 Indeed, it is Nature – with a 

clear recollection of Alain de Lille and Jean de Meun – who will preside over the garden into 

which the dreamer ultimately enters. In other words, the speaker of the Parliament is precisely 

not Dante. His dream, in conformity with the tradition of the Rose, is a properly Narcissistic 

substitute for the unfulfilled object of desire. The dreamer’s search, more particularly, is for “a 

certeyn thing” which is implied, in the poem’s opening lines (1-14), to be the matter of Love, of 

which the speaker has no knowledge (“For al be that I knowe nat Love in dede,” 8). As in 

Froissart’s Paradys, the dream paradoxically naturalizes the dreamer’s “unnatural” pursuit of 

Love in books: implicitly a masturbatory activity that may be related to his subsequent search, 

after passing through the lascivious Temple of Venus, to find a place in which “myselven to 

solace” (297). By opposing himself to Dante however through all of this, Chaucer inadvertently 

calls attention to the fact that the Commedia is doing something very new. 

                                                
218 Susan Crane (2017) has recently argued that the Parliament should be read in terms of Chaucer’s rejection of 

Neoplatonist and particularly Macrobian transcendence, as he concerns himself rather with “The lytel erthe that here 

is” in which the human is fully subject to and part of nature: “Chaucer positions us to read the bird parliament not 

vertically, from bird-signifier up to human-signified, but instead horizontally, across matieral creation, without 

presuming an exceptional status for the human” (15). 
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 Chaucer’s most prominent engagement with Dante in the Parliament is his imitation of 

the hell-gate inscription from Inferno 3. Dante’s original here, beginning “Per me si va,” is so 

well known that it hardly needs to be quoted. In Chaucer, this sublime and famous passage, the 

first passage of Dante to be translated into German, becomes as follows: 

 “Thorgh me men gon into that blysful place 

 Of hertes hele and dedly woundes cure; 

 Thorgh me men gon unto the welle of grace, 

 There grene and lusty May shal evere endure. 

 This is the wey to al good aventure. 

 Be glad, thow redere, and thy sorwe of caste; 

 Al open am I – passe in, and spede thee faste!” (127-133) 

Chaucer’s adaptation may be felt to retreat from the sublime fiction of the Commedia back into 

the “game” of allegorical dream-writing, here specifically alluded to with the reference to spring. 

But it is significant that Chaucer’s inscription, building on Dante’s apostrophe “Voi ch’entrate,” 

addresses itself to a “redere.” Indeed, there is something about reading that we can gather from 

this passage, which continues in clear contradiction to what it has just said: 

 “Thorgh me men gon,” than spak that other side, 

 “Unto the mortal strokes of the spere 

 Of which Disdayn and Daunger is the gyde, 

 Ther nevere tre shal fruyt ne leves bere. 

 This strem yow ledeth to the sorweful were 

 There as the fish in prysoun is al drye; 

 Th’eschewing is only the remedye!” (134-40) 
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I note the substitution of the phallic “spere” for the floral, feminine imagery of the earlier 

inscription. Confused and astonished by the contradictory message about the garden into which 

the gate leads, the speaker here freezes as though caught “betwixen adamauntes two / Of evene 

myght” (148-49) until he is grabbed by his “gide” and shoved through the gate (“Me hente and 

shof,” 153-4). Affrican then goes on – all these passages are rich with Dante reminiscences, as 

well as allusions to the Rose – to read the dreamer’s face (“It stondeth written in thy face / Thyn 

errour” 155-56) and reassure him that he is not the intended addressee of the inscription since he 

is not Love’s servant (“For this writing nys nothyng ment bi the / Ne by non but he Loves 

servaunt be: / For thow of love hast lost thy tast, I gesse,” 159-60). Taking his hand, Affrican 

pulls him forward promising “mater of to wryte” (168). From here on, the allusions to Dante 

drop away, and the remainder of the poem, which is better-known, describes a gathering of birds 

who have come to find their mate under the auspices of Nature. 

 What can all of this tell us about how Chaucer read Dante? I note, first of all, that 

Chaucer identifies the “I” of his poem precisely with such subjects as have been excluded from 

the Garden of Love: those who are not Love’s servants in the Rose. The dreamer is not the reader 

(“thow redere”) but a writer searching for material (“mater”) to write about. He is, moreover, 

“read” by Affrican, who finds his apprehension inscribed on his face. But Dante is also of course 

alarmed by what he reads on the Gate of Hell: alarmed, like Chaucer, until his Roman guide 

comforts him and urges him to continue. Thus Dante’s Commedia, as Chaucer helps us see, has 

more in common with the Rose tradition than is commonly thought, and this is especially true in 

its opening cantos. It is not in fact so obvious in this early stage that the Commedia is not a 

religiously inclined imitation of the Rose, for example in the manner of Deguileville. The story 

of the Commedia is partly that of the poem’s disclosing its own supreme fiction retrospectively 
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as it were: its unveiling of the fact that this is not a dream, that Dante is not an empty “I” but a 

particular individual with contingent qualities that cannot be explained away through 

philosophical glossing. Hesitating outside the gate, Chaucer takes us in the Parliament right up 

to fiction’s threshold. The passage through the gate of Hell, in Inferno 3, is thus seen as an 

important step in Dante’s revealing to us what his poem is not. But the crucial step in his 

unveiling of fiction comes with the arrival of Beatrice in Purgatorio 30. 
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4.2 Dante with Chaucer: The Double Recognition of Purgatorio 30 

In my chapter on the Vita Nuova I showed that in this work, following the precedent of 

dream-writing, the specificity of the proper name is generally avoided. Dante’s name, like the 

name of his “first friend” Guido Cavalcanti, is suppressed throughout, whereas Beatrice’s name 

is generally presented so as to disguise it as a common noun. Dante’s turn away from Beatrice to 

the “donna gentile” can therefore be thought of as a rewriting of Boethius’s Consolation of 

Philosophy, in which the sensuous specificity of fable, the “fabulous” matter of Dante’s youthful 

love for Beatrice, is unmasked in its “emptiness” and discarded through the intervention of 

another woman who embodies Philosophy itself. And indeed this is how it is described in the 

Convivio, as I discussed in my first chapter. But as I have also discussed, the final chapters of 

Dante’s Vita Nuova unexpectedly turn back to Dante’s first love Beatrice, undoing the Boethian 

narrative as Dante recognizes, by means of a vision, that his love for the “honest” donna gentile 

was in fact the error he was trying to avoid. He loves Beatrice herself, in her irreducible 

singularity, and it is this contingent love that motivated his education in philosophy, rather than 

the other way around. Beatrice’s reintroduction as the end of dream-writing, in the final chapter 

of the Vita Nuova, announces the properly fictive mode of the Commedia, and in particular the 

moment in which Beatrice is re-presented to Dante in the Earthly Paradise. Dante’s movement 

from “naïve” fable to Roseate abstraction – the Boethian movement from poetry to philosophy – 

is therefore, from another perspective, not really an error but a necessary step in the road to his 

supreme fiction: the recognition that irreducible singularity precedes and makes possible abstract 

philosophical thought, which can only then be brought back “down to earth,” as it were. 

 It was necessary, in other words, that Dante should first lose Beatrice in philosophical 

abstraction in order that she should be re-presented in full concrete universality. Or as Beatrice 
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herself puts it in the Purgatorio: “Modicum, et non videbis me; / et iterum, sorelle mie dilette, / 

modicum, et vos videbitis me” (Purg. 33, 10-20): “A little while and thou shalt not see me; / and 

again” – translating the Latin with the Italian – “my beloved sisters, / a little while, and you shall 

see me.” It is no coincidence that Beatrice in this passage is quoting Christ, since Christ is the 

example of concrete universality, as Hegel famously argued.
219

 Christ is able to embody 

universality precisely because of the ordinary, everyday contingencies that define him: Jesus is 

raised by Mary and Joseph, a carpenter; he was born at a particular time and place, etc.
220

 It 

would however be an oversimplification to say, with Singleton, that Beatrice is Christ, since the 

point being made is precisely the irreducibility of Beatrice’s singularity to any allegorical 

interpretation. I underscore in Beatrice’s statement the change of subject from singular to plural. 

At the beginning of the Latin quotation, the subject is the second-person singular “videbis,” as I 

have attempted to replicate with my archaicizing, “thou shalt see.” At the end of the sentence, 

precisely when Beatrice is restored, this subject is the emphatic plural “vos videbitis” (“you all 

will see”). It is the individual’s being subsumed in multiplicity, in other words, that enables the 

restoration of the concrete universal, here embodied by Beatrice (/Christ). This is precisely the 

move from singularity to multiplicity that the Rose attempts through its promised reconciliation 

of singular author-speaker (“l’Amant”) and the multiplicity of readers: implicitly, the “maintes 

genz” of the poem’s opening words, as well as the “you” addressed in the poem more broadly. 

                                                
219 See for example discussion in the third volume of the Lectures on the History of Philosophy: “But the fact that 

because man is capable of the divine, the identity of the divine and human nature must likewise be present for him, 

has in an immediate way become known to him in Christ, as one in whom the divine and human nature are 

implicitly one. In the world what has come to pass is that the Absolute has been revealed as the concrete, and 

further, not only in thought in a general way as intelligible world, but because it has itself proceeded to its ultimate 

point of intensity. Thus it is an actual self, an ‘I,’ the absolute universal, the concrete universal, that is, God; and also 
the absolute opposite of this determination, the clearly finite as it exists in space and time, but this finite determined 

in unity with the eternal as self. The Absolute comprehended as concrete, the unity of these two absolutely different 

determinations, is the true God; each of them is abstract, and either of them taken by itself is thus not the true God” 

(4). 
220 For further commentary see Zizek and Milbank (294) 
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 But Dante can be seen to go one step farther than the Rose as he identifies this now plural 

subject with Beatrice’s “sorelle mie dilette” (“beloved sisters”). The structure of Roseate dream-

writing follows hermeneutic tradition in representing itself as the elimination of the female-

gendered contingency. The “Lady” Philosophia is admissible into the Consolation precisely to 

the extent that she is not a woman but a figurative embodiment of a general concept: philosophy. 

And indeed this movement from our understanding of her as a woman, and our recognition that 

she is no more than a rhetorical personification of an abstract idea, precisely is the philosophical 

abstraction in question. As we have seen, something similar is operative, though also 

problematized, within Dante’s Vita Nuova and Chaucer’s Book of the Duchess, where the absent 

woman is endowed with an overwhelming presence precisely to the degree that she remains 

absent: which is to say, precisely to the degree that she is not a woman at all but an allegorical 

embodiment of something else. In the Commedia, by contrast, the properly authorized, plural 

subject, to whom Beatrice is restored, is qualified as female (“my sisters”). It is in other words 

the feminine subject who, by renouncing the philosophical “dream of philosophy,” the 

penetrating intelligence that peers beneath the veil of nature, becomes capable of attaining the 

position of subjective universality. This is an inversion of the Rose, but it has come about 

through Dante’s “going beyond” the structures that the Rose laid out. 

 Dante hardly spells these matters out for us in these terms, which are necessarily the 

terms of philosophy rather than fiction. Indeed, the reader of the Commedia, as I discussed in 

relation to the Dream of the Siren, is repeatedly instructed to look for the meaning “under the 

veil” of Dante’s verses: a classic formulation of the structure of allegorical hermeneutics, the 

practice of which is particularly associated in the poem with the figure of Virgil. Indeed, a whole 

tradition of Platonist-leaning allegorical commentaries on Virgil survives, stretching from before 
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Macrobius to after Boccaccio, whose integumental defense of fable is presented most 

systematically in the Genealogia deorum gentilium. It is fitting therefore that Virgil, in his 

unveiling of the Siren, should himself figure the method of allegorical commentary: the method 

that, pace Boccaccio, is precisely inappropriate for the Commedia, where it is never enough to 

say that Beatrice means something else. But this difficult lesson in reading, perhaps the ultimate 

lesson taught by Beatrice, also cuts the other way. While Virgil is certainly associated with the 

philosophical method of allegorical interpretation, he is not wholly reducible to an embodiment 

of this idea; he himself is no personified concept. When Dante turns to Virgil, at the moment of 

his having departed from the poem, it is in the mostly deeply affective and unphilosophical 

terms. The Roman poet is no longer even just a “dolcissimo padre” (“sweetest father,” 50), a 

figure of masculine authority, albeit a deeply affective one, sweet as the Siren herself. Still more 

strongly, when Dante turns to Virgil to register his recognition of Beatrice – a quotation from the 

Aeneid perched on his tongue – it is as a small child turns to its mamma” (“col respitto / col 

quale il fantolin corre a la mamma,” 43-44). Despite his association with allegorical 

hermeneutics, Virgil is not only an abstract representation of an idea; he is also a particular 

character whom the character of Dante loves in the strongest and most human terms. 

 As I have said, Chaucer’s Parliament helps us to see that Dante does not announce his 

break with Roseate dream-fable all at once. In the Parliament, after passing through the inscribed 

gate, Chaucer’s dreamer goes into a fabulous garden-space that is much more reminiscent of the 

Rose than it is the “supreme fiction” of the Commedia. But Dante himself drew on the Rose 

tradition, notably in his depiction of the Earthly Paradise, to which we will shortly turn. Indeed, 

Chaucer’s critical point here seems to be that in the opening canti of the Commedia, it is not in 

fact so very clear that we are not still in an allegorical dream-vision of a Roseate sort. Dante’s 
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passage, Virgil-in-hand, through the gate of hell is a passage into “reality”: a restoration of the 

manifold particularity of individual experience. This process in fact will not be completed until, 

as I have suggested, the restoration of Beatrice in Purgatorio 30. Beatrice first appears in Inferno 

2, where in full contradistinction to the Vita Nuova she names herself (“I’ son Beatrice che ti 

faccio andare,” 70). But this canto is difficult to situate in terms of narrative; it consists largely of 

a recollection by Virgil of a conversation that has already happened before the narrative of the 

poem commences, and therefore occupies the temporally and narratively ambiguous space of the 

present-perfect tense. Of course, because Virgil’s conversation is precisely with Beatrice, this 

conversation can be seen retrospectively to have anticipated the restoration of Beatrice in 

Purgatorio 30.
221

 My point however is that it is not yet wholly clear just who exactly this 

“Beatrice” is upon one’s first encountering her in Inferno 2. A reader new to the poem might 

reasonably suppose that she embodies some abstract principle to-be-revealed in the course of 

reading, much as the Rose promises for the figures encountered within itself. Thus I note the 

extensive critical commentary that has sought, with symptomatic insistence, to “make sense” of 

Beatrice and her companions in abstract terms. Nor is it possible for us yet to settle this matter 

one way or the other because of the canto’s peculiar temporal bracketing: a narratological 

example of the “two-steps-forward, one-step-backward.” When Dante ultimately recognizes 

Beatrice, revealing her to be none other than herself, this recognition comes as a revelation also 

                                                
221 In Dante’s Poets, Barolini’s discussion of yet another passage of the Commedia, the encounter with Forese 

Donati in Purgatorio 23-24, is pertinent to the larger argument that I am making: “Most important is the fact that 

only here does the pilgrim [Dante] take the opportunity to name Beatrice as the term of his voyage, thus 

relinquishing his usual practice of indicating her through a periphrasis. He names her because Forese – unlike the 

majority of the souls he has encountered – knows her, a simple fact with less than simple implications. Precisely 

Forese's historical identity, his connection to a literal past, makes him valuable to a poet whose metaphors require 

grounding in reality. The fall must have a name, Forese, as salvation has a name, Beatrice, and as conversion occurs 

under the aegis of Vergil, specifically five days ago, when the moon was full. The irreducible historicity of [the 
Commedia] – the radical newness of its style – retrospectively guarantees all those other poems [poems such as 

those gathered in the Vita Nuova beginning with “Donna gentile”], and the newness of their style: ‘le nove rime, 

cominciando / “Donne ch'avete intelletto d’amore”’” (57). Again, the specificity of Beatrice’s name can be stated – 

she can be named as such – because Forese knew Beatrice in life, and thus anticipates the climactic “unveiling” of 

Beatrice in Purgatorio 30: which occurs alongside Beatrice’s naming of Dante, whom, again, she knew in life. 
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for his reader: the revelation namely that, referring to Beatrice, Dante means just what he says 

(“Beatrice” is a woman named Beatrice; X=X). 

 Dante’s obscuring of his own radical strangeness, as indicated by Chaucer, is in fact 

already evident in the Commedia’s opening lines, which simultaneously invoke and disavow the 

tradition of the Rose. Here this tradition is particularly represented by Brunetto Latini, the 

opening of whose dream-poem, the Tesoretto, is specifically recalled at the opening of the 

Commedia. Brunetto, like Dante, finds himself lost in a “strange wood”: 

 Pensando a capo chino 

 Perdei il gran cammino 

 E tenni a la traversa 

 D’una selva diversa. (II)
222

 

But Brunetto goes on to encounter Roseate divinities, most obviously Love (“Amore”), who 

instruct him philosophically. There are nonetheless many similarities between Dante’s 

Commedia and this poem, the speaker of which is explicitly identified near the end with its 

author (“Mastro Brunetto”). Brunetto’s encounter with “the great Ovid” (“Vidi Ovidio 

maggiore”), who is asked openly to explain (“apertamente”) the acts of Love which he has 

“assembled and set in verse,” is with the Scipio Africanus of the Somnium a clear influence on 

Dante’s encounter with Virgil. 

 Dante’s own poem of course begins, “Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita / mi ritrovai 

per una selva oscura / ché la diritta via era smarrita” (1-3). It can hardly be doubted that Dante’s 

“selva oscura” was intended to recall Brunetto’s “selva diversa.” It was Brunetto after all who, 

                                                
222 “And I, in such anguish, 

Think with dead downcast, 

Lost the great highway, 

And took the crossroad 

Through a strange wood.” (Trans. Bolton) 
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according to Dante, taught him “come l’uom s’etterna” (“how man makes himself immortal,” i.e. 

through writing). But here again, in considering Dante’s opening, Chaucer helps us to see the 

significance of the enigmatic change of subject between the plural “nostra” of the first line and 

the singular “mi ritrovai” of the second. This change, the elision of the multiplicity that will be 

restored upon Beatrice’s reentrance in Purgatorio 30, suggests that the subject of the poem is a 

philosophical generality, a plural “we,” in the manner of the Rose. The path of “our” life is to 

say, as in Bunyan, the general human path: the Roseate abstraction that is undone and 

contradicted however by the singular event of the “mi ritrovai.” But it is not yet possible to 

determine who exactly this subject really is. We are invited to think in the first line that the 

subject of the poem is “us,” but this invitation is immediately undercut in the second verse. It is 

not yet clear, in other words, that Dante is not continuing more-or-less where Brunetto left off in 

his response to the Rose. It is, after all, because he was “full of sleep” (“pien di sonno”) that 

Dante, as he continues, abandoned “the true path.” This reference to sleep, following upon a 

deliberate ambiguity as to whether the subject of the Commedia is a particular “I” or a general 

“we,” could easily be taken to imply that Dante is writing a Roseate dream-poem: a 

philosophical allegory in which “everything came true just as it appeared.” A long critical 

tradition has since established that Dante, ultimately, is not ambiguous on this point: Dante is not 

supposed to have been dreaming but to have experienced his journey mystically in body and 

soul. My point is not to contradict this critical consensus, but simply to illustrate how Dante 

himself, as Chaucer recognized, deliberately muddied the water as it were, presenting his 

“supreme fiction,” at its beginning, as if it were another Roseate dream-writing, another 

philosophical fable. 
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 At this point I would jump forward to the passage in which Dante reveals his final break 

with the Rose: the re-presentation of Beatrice in Purgatorio 30 that is already anticipated by 

Beatrice’s initial self-naming in Inferno 2. Beatrice’s arrival is arguably the emotional climax of 

the poem as a whole. Dante’s joyous restoration to Beatrice occurs simultaneously with the loss 

of Virgil, as I have already discussed. This is also, significantly, the moment when Dante’s own 

name is recollected out of “necessity,” the imperative to represent “what really happened”: 

 “Dante, perché Virgilio se ne vada, 

non pianger anco, non piangere ancora; 

ché pianger ti conven per altra spada.” 

Quasi ammiraglio che in poppa e in prora 

viene a veder la gente che ministra 

per li altri legni, e a ben far l’incora; 

in su la sponda del carro sinistra, 

quando mi volsi al suon del nome mio, 

che di necessità qui si registra, 

vidi la donna che pria m’appario 

velata sotto l’angelica festa, 

drizzar li occhi ver’ me di qua dal rio. (55-66)
223

 

                                                
223 “Dante, though Virgil’s leaving you, do not 

yet weep, do not weep yet; you’ll need your tears 

for what another sword must yet inflict.” 

Just like an admiral who goes to stern 

and prow to see the officers who guide 

the other ships, encouraging their tasks; 
so, on the left side of the chariot 

(I’d turned around when I had heard my name— 

which, of necessity, I transcribe here), 

I saw the lady who had first appeared 

to me beneath the veils of the angelic 
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From here on, once the first-person speaker has been explicitly identified with Dante’s own 

proper name, it is impossible for the reader fully to occupy the subject-position of the poem’s 

“I.” Furthermore, Dante’s specificity as a named individual is mutually constitutive with that of 

Beatrice. Of course, Beatrice’s name has been referenced since almost the very beginning of the 

poem. But until Dante recognizes her as someone he knew and vice versa, it remains possible for 

the reader to think that Beatrice’s signification depends, like that of Rose, on her name’s 

common meaning; it remains possible to suppose that she is an allegorical abstraction. Her 

appearance as a concrete individual whom Dante knew reveals both her and Dante’s specificity. 

It is only because they knew each other in life that they are able to recognize and name each 

other, clarifying thereby their proper names’ “meaningless” contingency as such. 

 It is Beatrice’s naming of Dante that causes him to turn and recognize her “under a veil” 

(“velata”). This act of recognition comprises a de-allegorization that precisely inverts the earlier 

directive of Inferno 9 to look “under the veil of the strange verses,” as well as the directive to 

imitate Virgil in Purgatorio 19 as he “opened up” (“apria”) the clothes of the Siren. In 

Purgatorio 30, it is precisely not that Dante’s interpretive gaze, with the penetrating intelligence 

of his readers, pierces the external semblance of figures in order to arrive at a deeper, truer 

concept. Rather, it is the external “clothing” of Beatrice’s allegorical semblance that is being 

sublated and cast aside: the fact that until now it has been possible to think she might be a 

personified representation of her name’s meaning. This de-allegorizing exchange confirms 

retrospectively the historical individuality of Dante as the poem’s autodiegetic speaker: an 

individual whose real-life existence precedes any allegorical interpretation. It is the priority of 

literal meaning that, in the manner of Scripture, authorizes the exegetical commentary tradition 

which, by failing to prioritize Dante’s literal meaning, has obfuscated the difference between 

                                                                                                                                                       
flowers look at me across the stream.” (Trans. Mandelbaum) 



  

202 

 

Dante’s poem and the Rose, whose authors elided the privilege of history over fable by 

proceeding in the other direction: canceling out specificity so far as possible. 

 This is not to say that Beatrice means nothing but some particular woman Dante knew 

and we do not. The allegorical and symbolic meanings accrued by Beatrice are still there. Nor 

can it be said that a “pure allegory,” paradigmatically the Psychomachia of Prudentius, ever 

really is fully reducible to its philosophical content. Retrospectively, from the position that Dante 

opened up, personification allegory is also a fiction grounded in specificity; thus Rose too is a 

character with particular qualities that are not exactly equivalent to her representation of a rose. 

But there is a difference between these allegorical fictions and the supreme fiction of the 

Commedia. And this difference is neatly illustrated by the contrast between the mute Beatrice of 

the Vita Nuova and the loquacious Beatrice of the Commedia, who upon her arrival is compared 

to an “admiral” inspecting his troops.  But as Chaucer’s reading of Dante draws out, the 

Commedia came out of his “going beyond” precisely this allegorical tradition as it was 

synthesized most influentially in the Roman de la Rose. 
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4.3 Before Fiction: The House of Fame/The House of Fable 

Let us now return to Chaucer’s most Dantean dream-poem The House of Fame, the poem 

in which Dante is named for the first time in English. Dante is cited as “Daunte” in line 450 of 

this poem as an authority on Hell, along with Claudian and Virgil. This is after the speaker of the 

poem has “woken up” within a dream to find himself beside a visual depiction of the first six 

books of the Aeneid, culminating with Aeneas’ descent into Hades. At its other end, the poem is 

unfinished and breaks off suddenly when, after passing through the eponymous House of Fame, 

he departs from it search of further “tydinges,” which apparently are narratives of doubtful ethics 

and doubtful truth-content. He has seen that Fame – a word that is cognate with “fable” – 

operates according to whim and not in response to the merit or desire for her blessing. The poem 

ends abruptly as the speaker encounters an unnamed man: 

Atte last y saugh a man, 

Which that y [nevene] nat ne kan; 

But he semed for to be 

A man of gret auctoritee… (2155-58) 

The identity of this man and the reasons for Chaucer’s leaving the poem unfinished have been 

much debated, and in fact it seems unlikely that either of these problems will ever be 

satisfactorily resolved. The point that I would emphasize about the conclusion of the poem 

however is that it is Chaucer, who in this poem is uniquely addressed in the second-person as 

“Geffrey,” much as Dante is addressed by Beatrice in the Commedia,  represents himself as 

being on an unfulfilled quest for what are clearly fables or fictions. Second, it is surely 

significant that he ends his poem precisely when he has at last encountered a person of apparent 
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“authority.” Chaucer, I suggest, cuts off the head of his dream-fable just as it threatens to become 

something a bit more serious. As is, the poem is irreducible to any single abstract meaning. 

 Throughout, Geffrey exhibits little interest in obtaining the sort of knowledge that 

ostensibly justifies Dante’s journey in the Commedia. Here I am most particularly concerned 

with the poem’s central episode, which consists of an interaction between the poet-speaker and a 

talking eagle, since in this interaction, as scholars have long recognized, Chaucer parodies 

Dante’s otherworldly guides, Virgil and Beatrice. Whereas in the Parliament, Chaucer’s semi-

ironic approach to the Commedia juxtaposes Dantean fiction and Roseate dream-allegory, in this 

poem Chaucer parodies not only Dante’s fiction but also the idea of philosophical instruction. 

Parodying Dante, Chaucer ultimately arrives at a position not so distinct from that of the 

Commedia: a position he would further actualize in The Canterbury Tales, as I discussed in my 

first chapter. In the Parliament, Chaucer drew primarily on just the first three canti of the 

Commedia, but in The House of Fame all three of Dante’s cantiche are notably invoked. Chaucer 

shows a tendency to pair references to widely spaced passages of the Commedia which are 

analytically associated. For example, Chaucer’s guide in the House is a talking eagle whose 

description recalls the dream of an eagle in Purgatorio 9 but also the eagle of the Heaven of 

Justice in Paradiso 10. It is a sort of spatialized “vertical reading” of the Commedia. The 

implication of such a reading is usually that Dante’s is a “sacred poem” (“sacro poema”); like the 

absolute text of the Bible, it can yield meaning out-of-sequence because it is so thoroughly 

inspired. This is, of course, not actually the case; Dante’s poem was constructed, not divinely 

inspired. But Dante himself authorizes and invites such readings as they yield evidence in 

support of the Commedia’s fundamental fiction, the idea that he was actually invited to go on an 

exceptional journey “beyond the widest sphere.” Because Chaucer’s pairings draw out the fault-
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lines and absurdities of Dante’s claim, however, they also serve a purpose exactly opposed to 

that of the “vertical reading” as usually presented. But the fact that Chaucer’s references span the 

whole of the Commedia is significant: it shows not only his grasp of the poem as a totality, but 

also his desire to match Dante in his something like his own terms. 

 Chaucer divides his poem into three books, each of which begins with a poetic invocation 

drawing on the Commedia, and the differences between Dante and Chaucer are informative. The 

very beginning of the poem is a 58-line segment amounting to a prayer that dreams have a 

“good” effect. The close of the passage reiterates Chaucer’s opening, setting off the passage as a 

discrete unit. Thus Chaucer’s opening, “God turne us every drem to goode!” (1), becomes at the 

end of the passage, “the holy roode / Turne us every dreme to goode!” (5-58). The substitution of 

the Holy Cross, referring metonymically to Jesus, for the word “God” with which the poem 

begins, is of course perfectly orthodox. But later the eagle’s apparently Christianized “Jupiter” is 

undermined by his subsequent gratuitous qualification of this name’s referent as “the god of 

thunder.” Chaucer thus parodies Dante’s yoking-together of pagan and Christian elements. Thus 

he moves in a representative way from an invocation of a Judeo-Christian “god,” in his opening 

passage, to a fabulous array of polytheistic deities within the vision, then returns to a more 

monotheistic framework upon awakening. The House of Fame is of course a dream-poem: it 

does not present itself as literally “true.” The poem’s reigning deity is Fame, an allegorical 

goddess corresponding to others we have encountered such as Philosophy and Nature; indeed, 

Fame is the oldest of these three goddesses. But for this very reason, the Christian beginning of 

the poem seems out of place in this fabulous context. 

 In the Proem to the House, Chaucer invokes “the god of sleep” (69) in a passage that 

again draws on the narrative of Ceyx and Alcyone from Ovid. In recalling this figure – here, as 
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in the Duchess, discovered in reading – Chaucer is also recalling his own earlier work, which 

Chaucer places under the auspices of Somnus/Morpheus: 

 And to this god that I of rede 

 Prey I that he wol me spede 

 My sweven for to telle aright, 

 Yf every drem stond in his myght. 

 And he that mover ys of al, 

 That is and was and ever shal,  

 So yive hem joye that hyt here 

 Of alle that they dreme to-yere, 

 And for to stonden alle in grace 

 Of her loves, or in what place 

 That hem were levest for to stond. (77-87) 

Moving from the Ovidian sleep-god to the Boethian First Mover, Chaucer’s sudden conversion 

from polytheism to monotheism undermines the opening invocations of God and the Cross, with 

which the poem began, who were also asked to have dreams turn out well. Retrospectively, these 

various gods are all placed on a similar level. Meanwhile the reference to “he that mover ys of 

al” recalls the opening line of Dante’s Paradiso, “La gloria di colui che tutto move.” With his 

first-book invocations, Chaucer is evidently parodying as blasphemous Dante’s mixture of 

Christian “truth” and pagan “fable.” But the more fundamental question at issue is what is true 

and what is fable. 

 The invocation to the second book of The House of Fame is based on that of the second 

canto of the Commedia. Already I have discussed Chaucer’s use of the beginning of Inferno 2 in 
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The Parliament of Fowls, where Chaucer parodies Dante’s preparation to sustain the “war” of his 

journey in exceptional contrast to nature. I quote the relevant passage a second time: 

 [Io] m’apparecchiava a sostener la guerra 

 sì del cammino e sì de la pietate, 

 che ritrarrà la mente che non erra. 

 O muse, o alto ingegno, or m’aiutate; 

 o mente che scrivesti ciò ch’io vidi, 

 qui si parrà la tua nobilitate. 

 Io cominciai: “Poeta che mi guidi…”
224

 (4-10) 

Here I am particularly interested in the last three lines invoking, in turn, the Muses, “high 

genius,” and “Mente” (“Mind”). Chaucer’s invocation to his own second book adapts these lines 

as follows: 

 And ye, me to endite and ryme 

 Helpeth, that on Parnaso duelle, 

 Be Elicon, the clere welle. 

 O Thought that wrot al that I mette, 

 And in the tresorye hyt shette 

 Of my brayn, now shal men se 

 Yf any vertu in the be 

 To tellen al my drem aright. 

                                                
224 “[I] alone prepared to undergo the battle 

both of the journeying and of the pity, 
which memory, mistaking not, shall show. 

O Muses, o high genius, help me now; 

o memory that set down what I saw, 

here shall your excellence reveal itself! 

I started: “Poet, you who are my guide...” (Trans. Mandelbaum) 
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 Now kythe thyn engyn and myght! (520-28) 

Commentators of Chaucer’s poems have sometimes seized on Chaucer’s divergences from Dante 

as evidence of his imperfect Italian. But I note that Mandelbaum, Dante’s modern English 

translator, chose to translate Dante’s “Mente” as “Memory,” much as Chaucer interprets 

“Mente” as referring to the “Thought [that] shut up what he dreamt in the treasury of his brain.” 

Whereas Dante’s commentators take pains to explain away the invocation to the pagan Muses as 

conventional or allegorical, Chaucer insists on their literal existence; he addresses the muses 

(modernizing somewhat) as “You who dwell on Parnassus by the clear well of Helicon.” Thus 

Chaucer emphasizes the literalness of his meaning and, in so doing, mocks the fabulous 

paganism of the original. I note, finally, that Chaucer’s poem is something that he dreamed 

(“mette”) whereas Dante’s is something that he “saw” (“ciò ch’io vidi”). Like in the Parliament, 

this is a deliberate divergence, calling attention to the literal, and literally false, truth-claim of 

Dante’s fiction. 

 But Chaucer’s parody of Dante also comes surprisingly close to Dantean fiction itself. 

Just earlier, that “unerring mind” was said to be about to “retrace.” Dante’s verb is a future-tense 

ritrarre, from retraho (“I draw again”) and therefore related to both ritratto, the standard Italian 

word for “portrait,” and tractare, the verb used for “to write a philosophical treatise or 

commentary” in Macrobius. Similar to the Vita Nuova, Dante begins the Commedia by re-

drawing the Book of Memory; the poem is a sort of commentary on what he has supposedly 

experienced. But there is also a significant difference between Dante’s formula now and that he 

had employed in the Vita Nuova. The literal writing of the libello was said to be insufficient for 

containing the full plenitude of “the book of my memory.” Now, in contrast, Dante promises to 

“show the nobility of the mind that wrote all I saw.” Dante seems almost to conflate the specific 
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recording function of his own mind, loftily ennobled, and the all-recording Mind of God, the 

transcendent term in the Neoplatonic Trinity which mysteriously permeates the Book of the 

World through the mediation of Nature.
225

 The subordination of literal to metaphorical writing 

here is less certain. Chaucer’s version, in contrast, is deliberately humbler, almost absurd in its 

physicality as it describes memory’s function. He substitutes moreover a conditional for Dante’s 

future promise of a revelation of the mind’s nobility, which now will be shown only “if” it has 

sufficient “virtue.” The Thought that wrote the dream in his memory is now asked to divulge it – 

but may not be up to the task!
226

 In Inferno 2, Dante goes on to express his skepticism about 

whether he is qualified for the task at hand by asking if his “virtue” is sufficient (“guarda la mia 

virtù s’ell’ è possente,” 11). The word virtue, as I discussed in my first chapter, is associated in 

the Neoplatonic tradition with the penetrating intelligence of the philosophers: their ability to 

peer beneath the veil of semblances, the veil of nature. Building on the psychosexual 

implications of this usage, the Rose equates the Lover’s virtue – i.e. virility, his success as a 

lover – with the poem’s own capacity to transform itself from fable into philosophy, that is 

through the revelation of its final meaning. Chaucer, playing on his own potential lack of virtue 

as he parodies Dante, verges on presenting his poem as a fiction. 

 Chaucer’s attention to this key passage of Inferno 2 invites us to consider it further from 

the position of Neoplatonic hermeneutics. As Dante amplifies on his doubts about his journey, he 

compares himself negatively to Aeneas and Paul, who also embarked on exceptional journeys to 

otherworldly spaces: 

 Ma io, perché venirvi? o chi ’l concede? 

 Io non Enëa, io non Paulo sono; 

                                                
225 Cf. Plotinus on the distinction between individual souls and intellects, and the general or universal Mind or Nous 

(Enneads 4.8 “On the Descent of the Soul into Bodies,” section 3).  
226 Chaucer also parodies Dante in his invocation of Apollo in Book III. 
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 me degno a ciò né io né altri ’l crede. 

 Per che, se del venire io m’abbandono, 

 temo che la venuta non sia folle. (31-35)
227

 

I note the word “folle,” which serves to connect Dante’s fictional journey with the “mad flight” 

of Ulysses and therefore the Siren, as I discussed in my first chapter. Responding to Dante’s 

doubts, Virgil tells the story of how Beatrice asked him to intervene on the poet’s behalf, but the 

implications of this answer, from a Roseate perspective, are somewhat complex. On the one 

hand, Virgil seems to identify Beatrice, as female object-of-desire, with the telos of Dante’s 

journey: in other word, he makes Beatrice resemble Rose. But Virgil is also simultaneously 

pronouncing the fundamental fiction of the Commedia: the claim that Dante has exceptionally 

been elected to go on a “mad” journey that everyone knows should not rationally be possible. 

Virgil’s words are then said to have furnished Dante with desire for this journey (“Tu m’hai con 

desiderio il cor disposto / sì al venir con le parole tue,” 136-37) such he “begins” it like a flower 

rising up in the sun: 

 Quali fioretti dal notturno gelo 

 chinati e chiusi, poi che ‘l sol l ‘mbianca 

 si drizzan tutti aperti in loro stelo, 

 tal mi fec’ io di mia virtude stanca, 

 e tanto buono ardire al cor mi corse, 

 ch’i’ comincai come persona franca: (127-132)
228

 

                                                
227 “But why should I go there? Who sanctions it? 

For I am not Aeneas, am not Paul; 
nor I nor others think myself so worthy. 

Therefore, if I consent to start this journey, 

I fear my venture may be wild and empty.” (Trans. Mandelbaum) 
228 “As little flowers, which the chill of night 

has bent and huddled, when the white sun strikes 
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Again, I note the ambiguity of this passage when viewed from the perspective of the Rose. 

Dante’s upright stance is clearly virtuous, phallic; as autodiegetic subject, he is in the position of 

the Rose’s lover, infused with a desire with which he “burns.” But he is also simultaneously, like 

Rose herself, a flower, and indeed he is an object being acted upon by other subjects: Virgil, the 

sun, Beatrice, and ultimately the “love” by which Beatrice describes herself in this canto as being 

moved (“amor mi mosse,” 72). Dante is both the subject and object of a love that is both an 

accidental quality within his substance and a godlike, transcendent subject directing his actions. 

 In the corresponding passage of Chaucer’s poem, there is no question of virtue: “Geffrey” 

is simply terrified. After being lifted up by the eagle, he begins “to wondren [in his] mynde”: 

 “O God,” thoughte I, “that madest kynde, 

 Shal I noon other weyes dye? 

 Wher Joves wol me stellyfe, 

 Or what thing may this signifye? 

 I neyther am Ennok, nor Elye, 

 Ne Romulus, ne Ganymede, 

 That was ybore up, as men rede, 

 To hevene with daun Jupiter, 

 And mad the godys botiller. (582-92) 

“I am neither Enoch nor Elijah, Romulus nor Ganymede,” echoes and expands Dante’s 

profession of being neither Aeneas nor Paul. Chaucer thus inverts and parodies Dante’s speech. 

Chaucer’s ersatz exempla are not random: Enoch and Elijah are the great Old Testament 

                                                                                                                                                       
grow straight and open fully on their stems, 

so did I, too, with my exhausted force; 

and such warm daring rushed into my heart 

that I—as one who has been freed—began…” (Trans. Mandelbaum) 
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examples of men taken up to Heaven while still living, and they are the tropological antecedents 

to Paul’s raptus. Romulus bears an association with Dante’s Aeneas, who is named by Dante 

specifically in relation to his part in the founding of Rome, and Chaucer thus demonstrates a real 

understanding of Dante’s poetic choices, even as he satirizes these choices through irony and 

overstatement. It is notable therefore that in the Dream of the Eagle in Purgatorio 9, Dante 

writes that Ganymede was “ratto” up to heaven (24): a passage that, by mentioning Ganymede, 

Chaucer properly associates with Dante’s earlier invocation of the raptus of St. Paul. But again, 

Chaucer inverts and ironizes Dante’s original. In Ovid, the source of this story, the “rape” of 

Ganymede is literally that: an act of sexual violence performed by Jupiter.
229

 Therefore by 

recalling the story of Ganymede and how he was made the gods’ “butler,” in relation to Dante’s 

invocation of the Pauline raptus, Chaucer parodies Dante but also makes explicit an implication 

that was already there. Already in the Commedia, Dante is not only the virtuous Lover since he is 

also Rose, the loved object being acted upon. It is ironic that, in Chaucer’s version, the Jovian 

eagle is none-too-impressed by Geffrey’s physical appearance – he famously calls him “noyous” 

to carry (574) – but the dynamic is not actually as different from the Commedia as we might 

expect. 

 The House of Fame is the Commedia turned topsy-turvy. Here the poet has no virtue, no 

humility – his first thought is that he is going to be made into a star – but also no desire to go 

forward with this journey, not even the desire for knowledge. Whereas Dante increasingly 

conforms to the expectations of his guides as he makes literal and moral progress toward the 

Empyrean, in Chaucer the dreamer loses interest in the knowledge the eagle wishes so urgently 

to impart. Thus Geffrey claims he is too old to learn about the stars: 

                                                
229 Chaucer was himself notoriously accused of the “raptus” of a Cecilia de Champagne in 1380, though the charges 

were later dropped, and the exact details of this incident remain unknown. 
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 Whan that this egle gan to crye, 

 “Lat be,” quod he, “thy fantasye! 

 Wilt thou lere of sterres aught?” 

 “Nay certynly,” quod y, “ryght naygt.” 

 “And why?” “For y am now to old.” (991-95) 

The historical specificity of the visionary traveler, his age, cuts comically against the possibility 

of his experience of the transcendent. The use of the word fantasy, moreover, may well recall the 

“high fantasy” associated by Dante with the Commedia at its conclusion. Here the fantasy is, in 

contrast, a subjective wandering-of-the-mind that distracts Chaucer from knowledge. The eagle’s 

naming of “Geffrey,” in 729, is an attempt to get him to pay attention. But the eagle is not easily 

dissuaded. After his offer to teach Geffrey about the stars has been refused, he repeats it again 

and is told there is no need (“No fors,” 999). Insisting, the eagle proposes that his explanations 

will be useful for understanding “poetry” (1001): ironically, he subordinates the knowledge of 

the Book of the World to that of the literal books in which Geffrey is more interested. When the 

eagle insists yet again, the poet’s final refusal extends the implications of this preoccupation, as a 

critique of the very notion of transcendent experience: 

 “No fors,” quod I, “hyt is no nede. 

 I leve as wel, so God me spede, 

 Hem that write of this matere, 

 As though I knew her places here; 

 And eke they shynen here so bryghte, 

 Hyt shulde shenden al my syghte 

 To lok on hem.” “That may wel be,” 
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 Quod he… (1011-18) 

Claiming that the starlight hurts his eyes, Chaucer humorously recalls the Neoplatonic 

problematic of the body’s physicality interfering with the intellect’s ability to absorb knowledge. 

More complex in its implications, however, is in fact his earlier point: a reader that believes 

naively in the truth of books, as Dante asks us to do, has no need for experiential visions, since 

he already believes what books tell him. Absurd though this claim undoubtedly is, satirical 

though it may be in its intentions, Chaucer’s “mad” love of books makes explicit what was 

already in fact implicit in Dante: the claim that literature, representation, fable, need not be 

subordinated to philosophy or abstract knowledge. 

 Now by way of conclusion I would return to the question of Dante’s relationship to Paul, 

who for medieval writers is perhaps, incidentally, the most authoritative voice against fable.
230

 

As is often noted, Dante’s claim in Inferno 2 that he is not like Paul has the effect of implying 

the contrary. And a similar maneuver is evident in Paradiso 1, where Dante recalls the episode 

of the raptus in professing ignorance as to whether he was in his body or not: “S’i’ era sol di me 

quel che creasti / novellamente, amor che ’l ciel governi, / tu ’l sai, che col tuo lume mi levasti” 

(73-75).
231

 Paul himself stated in 2 Corinthians: “whether in the body, or out of the body, I know 

not: God knoweth” (12.3). By proclaiming his own ignorance, Dante implicitly associates 

himself with Paul’s sublime vision. And in fact, as readers have noted, it is clear that Dante is 

supposed to be experiencing his journey in his body. Chaucer again parodies Dante’s equivocal 

association with Paul in a subsequent passage of The House of Fame: 

                                                
230 In addition to Paul’s hermeneutic against the literal, already discussed, I note the following passage in 2 Timothy, 

traditionally attributed to Paul, in which the turn to fable is arguably designated as a sign of the Apocalypse: “For 

there shall be a time, when they will not endure sound doctrine; but, according to their own desires, they will heap to 
themselves teachers, having itching ears: And will indeed turn away their hearing from the truth, but will be turned 

unto fables [Vulgate: fabulas]. But be thou vigilant, labour in all things, do the work of an evangelist, fulfill thy 

ministry. Be sober.” (4:3-5) 
231 “Whether I only was the part of me / that You created last, You—governing / the heavens—know: it was Your 

light that raised me” (trans. Mandelbaum). 
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 “Y wot wel y am here 

 But wher in body or in gost 

 I not, ywys, but God, thou wost,” 

 For more clere entendement 

 Nas me never yit ysent. (980-84) 

Here, satirizing Dante, Chaucer knows very well despite his profession of ignorance that he was 

only dreaming. But the burdensome materiality of his body is nonetheless noted, as in the 

complaint of the eagle that he is awkward to carry. Geffrey himself in turn complains that the 

eagles’ talons are pinching him, as well as that the starlight hurts his eyes.
232

 As a reflection on 

Dante’s poem, Chaucer’s recollection of the Commedia demonstrates his awareness of the fact 

Dante’s professed ignorance works in fact to reinforce his poem’s exceptional truth-claim: the 

idea that Dante really did go on his journey, body and soul. Chaucer, it seems, will not be duped. 

But once again, “the non-dupes err.” Parodying Dante, bringing him back-to-earth as it were, 

Chaucer replicates many of Dante’s strategies, and ends up writing his first Dantean fiction. 

After eliminating the man of authority, he was ready to begin The Canterbury Tales. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
232The idea of being “weighed down with thought” relates to the letter of the law, the letter of fable, as previously 

discussed. Additionally, The Monk’s Tale, a collection of “tragedyes” – among them a retelling of the Ugolino 

episode from the Inferno – is cut short after a time for being “noyous.” 
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Conclusion 

 In my first and second chapters I discussed how, in Alain de Lille’s De Planctu Naturae, 

the burgeoning mantle of blossoming spring serves as a metaphor for the proper use of fable i.e. 

figurative language. Just as the attractive figures of nature invite pollination and therefore 

biological reproduction, so figures of speech should, according to Alain, aid in the production of 

philosophical knowledge, in the same way that, again, philosophy itself can be understood as an 

attempt to peer beneath or penetrate the deceptive veil of the natural world – the world of 

appearances, or things as they present themselves to the senses – in order to arrive at the timeless 

truths this veil at once conceals and discloses. The Roman de la Rose followed Alain’s 

prosimetrum in making use of these Neoplatonic tropes, going on to identify the figures of the 

dream that it recounts with the mantle of springtime. It is in spring that the Rose’s narrator – “the 

Lover” (l’Amant) – had his prophetic dream, and it is clear therefore that the poem’s constitutive 

copula of the exegetical and the erotic further partakes of the tradition of Alain. Thus, to cite 

only the most obvious example, the “Rose” that the Lover desires to “pluck” represents 

simultaneously a woman he would “deflower” and also the philosophical meaning that underlies 

this figurative poem. 

 In the preceding four chapters I have revealed some of the ways in which these motifs 

were drawn on by and influenced Dante and Chaucer. I have also detailed, however, some of the 

ways in which Dante and Chaucer can each be seen to press against and ultimately break with 

the Neoplatonist viewpoint, which takes it as evident that fable or fiction must of necessity be 

subordinated to philosophy. By the time of The Canterbury Tales, I suggest, Chaucer was 

actively identifying himself in opposition to this tradition: an opposition that, I have argued, is 

closely associated for Chaucer with his reading of Dante’s Commedia, which supplied for him 
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the model of a “nonfalse error,” a fiction that is true – or, as I have called it, using a phrase of 

Wallace Stevens, a “supreme fiction” – such as Chaucer himself set out to compose in The 

Canterbury Tales. The general framework to The Canterbury Tales therefore stands at the far 

end of the story I have set out to tell, and for this reason its analysis has mostly remained outside 

the scope of this dissertation. By way of conclusion however I would turn briefly to The 

Canterbury Tales’ opening lines, as we can see in these, I suggest, both Chaucer’s continued 

proximity to the tradition I have broadly identified as Roseate – indeed, as criticism has long 

acknowledged – and, simultaneously, his undermining or complication of the most basic motifs 

on which this tradition depends. 

 Colin Wilcockson has described the opening 34 lines of The Canterbury Tales as a 

“diptych” hinging on the rhyme “seke” / “seeke” in lines 17 to 18. What Wilcockson sees in 

other words is essentially a chiastic structure in which certain words and motifs are 

symmetrically repeated in the opposite order from that in which they were first presented. (Such 

a structure, I add, is one of the basic organizing principles of ancient Hebrew poetry, in 

particular, as sometimes reflected in the Vulgate translation of the Bible.) Accepting this division 

of the opening 34 lines as falling essentially into two component parts, we can see how this 

division further reflects the opening of the Rose. Guillaume’s opening to the Rose, as I discussed 

in my second chapter, begins with a general claim about the nature of dreams, and then moves 

into an autodiegetic narrative in which the speaker begins to recount a particular dream that he 

has had as relating to the general philosophical claim asserted in the poem’s opening lines: 

namely, the claim that dreams are not merely “fables” but potentially contain an inner truth to be 

revealed. A certain specular complexity here arises however from the fact that the speaker is not 

merely a contingent, historical (“real world”) individual, but also simultaneously an abstract 
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representation of lovers in general, as his name, the Lover, indicates. This means that his 

narrative is not merely a fiction but, as he states, an “art of love”: it purports to educate its reader 

philosophically about the world and in particular the true nature of love and other concepts. 

Therefore, in the opening lines of the poem, the shift from abstract generalities (the question of 

the nature of dream) to individual experience (the narrative of a dream that “I” had) is not really 

a shift from philosophical abstraction to contingent particularity, but rather a shift in rhetorical 

perspective: a movement from, say, the pure philosophy of abstract assertion, to the poetic or 

hybrid philosophy of Boethius and Alain, which teaches allegorically through the use of figures. 

 The essential harmony between the philosophical content of the dream and the matter of 

the dream itself is reflected in the Rose by the harmony between the natural world as depicted 

before and after the narrator’s falling asleep. He falls asleep, that is, in spring as the new foliage 

(“nouvelle fueille”) covers the trees with their greenness (“verdure”), as the little birds are 

moved in their hearts by the May weather to begin singing: 

 Les oyseletz qui se sont tuez 

 Durant que les grans froitz ont eux 

 Pour le fort temps d’ivers nuysible 

 Sont si aysés au temps paisible 

 De may qu’ilz montrent en chant 

 Qu’en leurs cuers a de joye tant 

 Qu’il leur convient chanter par force.
233

 

This passage will of course be recollected by Chaucer in The Canterbury Tales, as it was earlier 

by Chaucer in his dream poems. There is a metapoetic or self-reflexive aspect to this birdsong, 

                                                
233 “The birds, silent while they were cold and the weather hard and bitter, become so gay in May, in the serene 

weather, that their hearts are filled with joy until they must sing or burst.” (Trans. Dahlberg, 32) 
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since the beginning of the spring birdsong is also the beginning of the composition of the Rose, 

which is therefore implicitly a sort of natural or philosophical poetry, precisely to be opposed to 

the false or unnatural poetry, or fable, decried by Alain and Boethius and indeed in the Rose’s 

opening lines. My point here, more particularly however, is that also within the dream that 

follows, as the narrator seems to wake, birds have likewise begun to sing (“Pour ouyr des 

oyseaulx les sons / Qui or chantoyent par les buyssons”) and it likewise is spring, as indicated by 

the blossoming of flowers (“En ycelle saison nouvelle ... / Par les jardins qui fleurissoient / Joly 

et gay plain de lyesse”).
234

 In other words, the content of the world outside the dream and of the 

figurative world within it is one and the same. This is because, again, the Rose purports to be not 

a fable but a philosophical poem representing the truth about the world as it actually is. 

 This continuity is quite unlike the opening of The Canterbury Tales, on which 

nonetheless the opening of the Rose remains an obvious influence. Chaucer begins, in the 

manner of the Rose, by describing the blossoming of spring flowers in April (“Of which vertu 

engendred is the flour”) and the sound of birdsong (“And smale foweles maken melodye”), both 

of which he identifies with the, therefore, “natural” desire of people to go on pilgrimages 

(“Thanne longen folk to goon on pilgrimages”). Chaucer then abruptly transitions however into 

not a dream-vision, as one might expect, but a narrative account of a very banal, everyday sort of 

experience that happened to him in, of all places, a tavern in Southwark. I note in particular the 

anticlimax of the following couplet: “Bifil that in that seson on a day, / In Southwerk at the 

Tabard as I lay” (I.19-20). Chaucer, in other words, deliberately sets up the expectation that he 

will be telling a dream-poem in the manner of the Rose, and then explodes this expectation, 

bringing his reader back down to earth, as it were. Indeed, even at this point, Chaucer’s early 

                                                
234 “And so I dreamed one night that I was in that delicious season when everything is stirred by love, and as I slept I 

became aware that it was full morning. I got up from bed straightway [...] I had a desire to go out of the town to hear 

the sound of birds who, in that new season, were singing among the trees.” (Trans. Dahlberg, 32) 
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readers might well have expected the narrator would go on to recount a dream that he had while 

lying in the Tabard Inn (it is nighttime after all, “At nyght,” 23). Instead, he describes the arrival 

of “sondry folk” (25) with whom he begins to converse and then to eat and drink. And yet, the 

discontinuity between the opening description of spring and the narrative that follows is not 

absolute. As Wilcockson noted, the description of the events at the inn goes on to echo the 

natural, generalized language of the opening lines in chiastic fashion: the general birds are 

pricked by Nature at “nyght” (10), which is also when the particular pilgrims make their entrance 

(“At nyght,” 23); both pilgrims and birds are motivated in their “corage(s)” (11, 22); general folk 

desire to go on “pilgrimages” (12), as does the singular speaker at the Tabard Inn (“Redy to 

wenden on my pilgrymage,” 21); and, finally, Chaucer goes on to mention the particular position 

of the sun upon that day (“whan the sonne was to reste,” 30), further echoing the earlier 

statement about the “yonge sonne” of springtime (7). This careful patterning, the repetition and 

inversion, in order, of key terms from the prologue’s opening lines, is clearly deliberate, even as 

it clearly partakes of the general metaphorics of the Rose, already imitated in countless dream-

poems throughout the later Middle Ages. The point of the Rose, however, was that the content of 

the narrative was, again, the same as the content of the world as such. In Chaucer, there is an 

implication that the pilgrims’ desire is natural, but otherwise this highly particular, homely 

description of the Tabard Inn and its company is quite distinct from the general statements about 

the coming of spring to the natural world, statements which are true and repeat unchangingly 

forever and ever.
235

 The events at the Tabard Inn happened exactly once, as indicated by the use 

of finite tense: “Bifil that in that seson on a day” (19); “At nyght was come into that hostelrye” 

                                                
235 To be sure, there is a certain tension between Chaucer’s designation of the pilgrims by their generic titles, e.g. the 

Knight and the Cook etc. It is clear however that these are particular individuals and not representations of knights 

or cooks in general. Indeed, various pilgrims are assigned proper names, among them the Wife of Bath and, of 

course, the Host, Harry Bailey. Further commentary here would be relevant but is beyond the scope of this 

conclusion. 
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(23), etc. etc. Chaucer has dispensed with the Roseate pretense that the particular content of his 

narrative serves merely as a figurative illustration of general truths about the world; his concern 

is now to recount a particular series of events just as they (purportedly) happened. 

 Chaucer is writing, in other words, not philosophy, not an art of love, but fiction – a 

particularized account of a narrative event that he knows his reader knows did not really happen. 

As he goes on to  state: 

  I pray yow, of youre curteisye, 

 That ye n’ arette it nat my vileynye, 

 thogh that I pleynly speke in this mateere, 

 to telle yow hir wordes and hir cheere, 

 Ne thogh I speke hir wordes proprely. 

 For this ye knowen al so wel as I: 

 Whoso shal telle a tale after a man, 

 He moot reherce it ny as ever he kan 

 Evrich a word, if it be in his charge, 

 Al speke he never so rudeliche and large, 

 Or ellis he moot telle his tale untrewe, 

 Or feyne thyng, or fynde wordes newe. (I.725-36) 

He then cites the example of Christ and, somewhat ironically, Plato’s “The wordes moote be 

cosyn to the dede” – ironically, I say, because it was Plato who would expel the poets from his 

ideal city; the “truthful” relationship of word to thing pertains, precisely, to philosophy, not to 

the narrative fiction which, from Plato’s perspective, can hardly manage to reflect a “dede” if the 

event it recounts never actually happened. And we know that, despite his protest to the contrary, 
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Chaucer cannot in fact be merely transcribing, or “rehearsing,” the unadorned words as he heard 

them, since, for one thing, in real life companies of people do not go around speaking in verse 

couplets (a point Chaucer subsequently calls attention to in The Canterbury Tales, as I discussed 

in my opening chapter). Chaucer’s apology for his “pleyn” speech highlights in fact, ironically, 

that this speech is artifice; it points to its ahistoricicity and also, simultaneously, to the fact that 

The Canterbury Tales is not a work of philosophy. In other words, to the fact it is a fiction. 

 Like the opening of the Commedia, as I discussed briefly in my fourth chapter, the 

opening of The Canterbury Tales is therefore a repetition of the Rose tradition but with a 

difference. And this is a difference that, as I have attempted to show, Chaucer associated with 

Dante. The Canterbury Tales, like the Commedia, does not purport to be an allegorical dream-

poem concealing a singular philosophical truth to-be-revealed through exegesis, but rather a 

particular account of a singular narrative unfolding over time in the historical world. Chaucer 

draws his reader’s attention to the fact that time is passing: not just through references to the 

motion of the sun in the sky but also in asides such as, “But now is tyme to yow for to telle, / 

How that we baren us that ilke nyght” (I.720-21) or “whil I have tyme and space, / Er that I 

ferther in this tale pace” (I.35-36). In the latter of these instances, the telling of The Canterbury 

Tales (its “tale”) is itself a sort of space through which the narrator would progress (“pace”), 

exactly as he also would progress along the road to Canterbury. The reader, in partaking of this 

progress, becomes to some extent a part of that fellowship of pilgrims (“That I was of hir 

felaweshipe anon,” I.32), particularly since the autodiegetic pronoun I demands the literal 

identification of its reader. But the reader is also addressed by this singular speaker in the plural 

as “yow”; the readers’ indulgence is implored (“And I prew yow to foryeve it me,” I.743) in 

regard to the lowness (“vilenye,” I.746) of the singular speaker’s speech. The Rose sought to 
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overcome the “low” contingency of individual experience by gradually transforming its reader 

into its hero (the Lover), and thus eliding the gap between multiplicity and singularity that was 

first presented in its opening lines (the opposition between the “Maintes genz” and the emphatic 

“je” who believes that dreams are not fables, as I discussed in my second chapter). Chaucer by 

contrast, following Dante, as I discussed in my fourth chapter, would have it both ways: the road 

to Canterbury evokes “the road of our life” (Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita) but it is also a 

particular road which he, singular, the poem’s author, traversed on one particular occasion (mi 

ritrovai per una selva oscura). General meaning now emerges from concrete singularity. 

 The thematic of phallic penetration, as I have traced out in various texts, is a standard 

metaphor in philosophical discourse, following Plato, for the act of exegetical interpretation: the 

unfolding of the true concept or idea concealed beneath the contingent particularity of the 

external appearance or signifier. It is striking therefore to what extent the image of penetration 

itself saturates the opening lines of Chaucer’s fictive Canterbury Tales: 

Whan that Aprill with his shoures soote 

The droghte of March hath perced to the roote, 

And bathed every veyne in swich licour 

Of which vertu engendred is the flour; 

Whan Zephirus eek with his sweete breeth 

Inspired hath in every holt and heeth 

The tendre croppes, and the yonge sonne 

Hath in the Ram his half cours yronne, 

And smale foweles maken melodye, 

That slepen al the nyght with open ye 
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(So priketh hem Nature in hir corages), 

Thanne longen folk to goon on pilgrimages, (I.1-12) 

The gendered aspects of this beginning, though clearly deriving from the Neoplatonic tradition of 

the Rose, are worth considering in some detail, as they also work to confound the logic of this 

tradition. April – the month of Venus according to Book 4 of Ovid’s Fasti – “perced” the 

drought of March with “his” sweet showers, whose “vertu” (vir-tus, masculine) engenders 

flowers. Zephirus, likewise, with “his” sweet breath has breathed the tender crops (“Inspired 

hath”) into the woods and fields. And finally Nature herself – always a she –  “priketh” the birds 

with desire in their “corages,” or hearts, making them refrain from sleep and sing.
236

 Again, for 

Alain and the other writers of the tradition to which he belongs – among them Macrobius and 

Jean de Meun – the penetration of Nature’s body by the phallic philosopher is a standard trope. 

But Chaucer, here in the General Prologue, has short-circuited this trope’s logic even as he 

recalls it. The “vertu” of April penetrates the earth in order to produce not fruit but flowers: 

flowers which should properly, for Alain, correspond to the supplemental, rhetorical 

ornamentation of poetry. Zephirus’ sweet breath, likewise, is literally a matter of inspiration, and 

may well be compared Dante’s self-characterization as poet in Purgatorio 24 (the same canto 

where he names the Dolce Stil Novo as the “Sweet New Style”). As Dante describes himself: “I’ 

mi son un che, quando / Amor mi spira, noto, e a quel modo / ch’e’ ditta dentro vo significando” 

                                                
236 Chaucer will make a similar gender-bending claim for the Virgin Mary’s piercing of a child’s heart with 

sweetness in The Prioress’s Tale. In the Prologue to this tale Mary is likewise said to have ravished down the Holy 

Spirit from God, by whose “vertu” Christ was conceived. It is very clear therefore, from comparison of these related 

– and relatedly gender-bending – passages that biological reproduction is very much at issue, as Chaucer 

deliberately confounds the Aristotelian association of femininity and passiveness. The conception of Jesus, I note, is 
further associated with the passage of March into April by virtue of the fact that the Feast of the Annunciation (nine 

months before Christmas) is celebrated on March 25. Cf., by contrast, Dante’s account of the generation of bodies in 

Purgatorio 24, which its description of “virtute informativa” acting as substance upon the female flesh or matter. 

The opening of Paradiso 33 is adapted at length in the Prologue to The Prioress’s Tale. For further discussion see 

my article on this tale in Exemplaria. 
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(Purg. 24.52-54).
237

 Dante, as poet, is (passive) scribe to the inspiration of Love, just as the 

woods and the fields are acted upon – or really, impregnated – in Chaucer by Zephirus’ breath; 

and just as, in the following canto of the Purgatorio, the First Mover “breaths new spirit” (“spira 

/ spirito novo,” Purg. 25.71-72), the soul, into the newly-formed fetus. Poetry is no longer, like 

in Boethius or Alain, a perversion of nature but its very fruit, nor is the binary of active/passive 

male/female (spirit/matter) by any means categorical. Nature’s pricking the hearts of the birds – 

with a clear, and in context surprising, phallic punning on “prick” – though surely a matter of 

sexual desire, results not in biological reproduction but in birdsong, the making of “melodye.” 

 In other words, Chaucer retains, at the beginning of The Canterbury Tales, the outer 

clothing of the Rose’s opening but radically alters its metaphysical substance and justification. 

The end result now is the (birdlike) fiction itself, divorced of philosophical pretentions, rather 

than the abstract content this narrative purports to reveal. And this formulation, though exactly 

corresponding to the “sin against nature” decried somewhat hysterically in Alain, is emphatically 

natural: a carrying out of Nature’s will, just as much as the changing of the seasons, the 

blossoming of April flowers, and, indeed, the desire of folk to go on pilgrimages. On the matter 

of the pilgrimage itself: we remember how, in Boethius, the journey into exile is the journey into 

perversity, artifice, fable, from which he is redeemed through Philosophy’s intervention (her 

expulsion of the siren-muses). This structure is resumed by Alain with the difference that for him 

it is Nature who decries and corrects the aberrations of mankind. Here, in The Canterbury Tales, 

Nature herself is, at its very beginning, a decidedly virtuous, though nonetheless female, subject, 

who regulates and dispenses the desiring impulses that account for the whole of the fiction that 

follows. The impulse to fiction, the road to Canterbury, has become primary and supreme. 

                                                
237 “I am one who, when Love breathes / in me, takes note; what he, within, dictates, / I, in that way, without, would 

speak and shape.” (Trans. Mandelbaum) 
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