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ABSTRACT 

1 r 

\}-

~.R. Curtius' European Literatur~ and the Latin Middle 
" 

Ages demonstrated the exte?t to which rnedieval literature 

rnay be fruitfully exarnined in terms of the classical and 
'JI 

Scriptural topai which flourished in the poetry ,of the 

Middle Ages. His study, however, argued the "continuity of 
\ 

these topai 50 emphatisally that he tende'd to slight the 

innovative treatment of the farniliar models. A close re~~­

ing of Medieval poetry reveals that bird imagery exetcised 

continuing interést for the poets. l have attempted to 

categorize this imagery into broad conventions--the bird 

as intellectual sign, the bird fable, and ~e convention 

of birds-and-Iove. After demo~strating the continuity of . 

these formulas, l have examineà Chaucer's handling of the~ 

conventions particularly. in the House of Fame, the Parlement 

- of Foules and the "Nun' s, Priest' s Tale". 
/ 

An awyeness of 

ima/e-ry prov~des Chauc~r's adaptation of conventional b~d 

a esh perspective on both his "art" and his poems . 

4 a;ua.%. 
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ABSTRACT 

Les repr~sentations médiévales de l' image~ie des oiseaux 

chez Chaucer 

\, 

Le livre de E.R. Curtius, ,~uropean Literature ~ the 

Latin Middle Ages, a pemontré à quel point il peut être 

profitable d'examiner la littérature m~diêvale en fonctiorr ~ 
. , 

des to;eoi classiques et religieux, si abondani:S danl;l la 
/ 

pot!sie de cette époque. Son êtude, cependant" insistait 
" -~ 

tellement sur les liens entre les to;eoi classiques et ceux 

du moyen âge qu' elle négligait le fait que ces derniers 

,trai tent souvent les thèmes familiers d'une façon/ originale. 
1 

Une lecture de"" la pot!sie m~diêvale rév:èle que l'imagerie 

des' oiseaux a suscité un intérêt continu chez les poètes. If 

J'ai tent~ de CI~ssi~ter cette imagerie selon des thèmes 

gén~raux-l' oiseau célmme signe intellectuel, l'oiseau-fable, 

l'oiseau comme symbole d'amour. Après ~voir démon trê ra ' 
continuit~ de ces thèmes, j' ai exam~né la manière particuli~re 

dont Chauc~r les a traités, surtout dans les ouvraçes suivants: 

House of Fame, Parlement of FdUles et 1 "Nun' s Priest' s Tale". - ......... ,--- -
La connaissance de la façon dont Chauce,r a exploi t~ et 

modifiê l' imagerie conventionnelle des oiseaux permet de voir 
h . 

sous un nouvel -angle aussi bien son "art" que ses poèmes. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Dorothy in "Chaucer's Love, Visions, With 
; 

Particular to the Parlement of Foules", offets a 

percepti ve d 

poet'ry: 

iption of the use of convention in medieval 

, , , 
the medieval p~et, th ~rt of poetry 

e creation of so ething new, but the 
much h 1E~r one of the se ection, ' arrangement, 
and repre en'tation of what as kn wn and familiar. 
At its/be t this résulted i new ombinations alld 
revealed \In w relations, QU it me 1 t that 'even the 
good poent' s likely to b amilià in aIl of i ts 
parts, and tha t i t would, e val ued for this alld 
would appe 1 as much by ',ts likene' s to what was 
known as b lits differen e om it 1 . 

\ ·1 
That this aesthetiic would..,be abuseCl by inrerior poets should 

;' • 1 \) '~ 
not p~event us frotp. recogni . hg tha~ i t would also offer a 

\ \ 
focus, a framework;,and chst,bne 'of excellence that 

\ . 
enable\d the best poets ta creat.e' an impressive lit~ra.ture. 

\ 
Despi t~ the general. acceptanca lof Il tradi tion" as a val ued 

\ "-. : \ 
element\ in li terary art, we --still tend to employ the terms 

" 
"c\vent~onll and "conventional" s though, they described the 

common-pl'ace. 'This i5 clearly a unfortunate attitude when 

ation an? originality were 

lobviously prized because one can epognize that Chaucer was 
1 J .,"' 

/ highly' regarded in his own day; no el. ty for novel ty' s sake, 

/ equally obviously, was considered imply" lewed" or un~du-

cated: pivorced from i'ès historical cOntext, the extensive 

use' of convention is defensible i within the medieval 

;' '. 

1 

1 
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\ 
iptellectual 

- \ 
aesthetic 

\ 
setting, i t. ils expected Jnd , 

" \ . - \. \ 
1 
1 
1 \. 

\ 

," .,,--," ----
fI ' \~\' \ 

studrèn1;, Chauèer would 'haVe been taught to 

~omme~dàbte . 

As a medieva 
\ - ' \ 1 ~ 

wfite poetry in s hoe+ and, of e course, the \~bdels u ed were 

ct' assical:' and,Scr' tJral. \~he pedagogy was \,'mitat',on, not 
,', l " 

• 1 \ - ' 

i ~piration. E.R; C~rtius n~tes: -\ 

, " l ,\ 1 

A great man/y meai.eval authors lwrote peet 
'because one had to be able 'to do \so ,in ~rde to 
prove oneself 1 a cleri,c.,us "and ,;Lî tt~ratus i r in order 

\ to turn gut c mpliment;s,'epitaphs l, petitie 
'. dedications, d th'Us ~ain favor with tpe 

~
-i!,0r ra:-espond wi'th equals; as ~ls6 for the 

v' e Mammon. The, writing, of poetry can be 
and learned; t ïs schoQ~work and 'a schoel 

\ " \ .. ~ ~ 

) . , ... ' -
This was true for a erage and great wri t~rs • 

be inspired.but, )fir t a1d 'i~re",ost, it .';\s 

s, 
owerful; 
sake of 
taught 2 
subject. 

t~ miq t 

ft Jith' 

e fini te ,\,ules 1lec ique i' traditions, th~mes , 
c~ventiO~~ -~~~iCh OUld~e ignored only al 

one> subj'ect f~.l.';" ';~n rate ~ a ,srdos of ',ir"p~) tant conventions 

was 'birds"J. Medieva poe ry is fi'lled wi th \ 1:)' rd characters ,,1' 1 1 

and '~animagery. An H ~ird imagery is p~fm~. nt, in 
medieva iterature erallr' it is pe~v~iv, i 

poerns. l~ of Chaucer' major poems ud'bii~ fma 

1 

, , 

least i 'cidentally and rn st' use it ~s an imp6rt.a~t 'mage 
,1' • \ j , 

patt~r l' '~s 'an intellectu 1 Si~~, or to describ~ bir \Charac- 'f 
ters., :For the most Pjrt. e poet 1 s bird imag7~ can ft\ l " 

catego ized into thri b"o~ convention~ of/!-,;a:gery wh' C\had • , i" 
their ri gins in claisical a d Scriptural. li terature: t e - \ -

. ' -întellectuali' sign, the bird fable, and the conven ion\~ , 
, /. d ~, 

,. \ 
j~-~----' 
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'of bil;:d~and-loye. Chaucer would us~ these ~çnventions in 

'mùch the sarne way that he used the "locus arnoenus" and the 
~'. ~ 

"Fortuna" topoi: they would orient the audience, set the 

tone, and limit and define the area of expectation. By 

employing conventions which had orig~nated and been developed 
, 

in earlier literature, Chaucer could avail himse,lf of a \>{eal th 

of allusion because the use of the convention or the conven-

tional style brings with. it many of the overtones of its 

form~r associations. Conventîort- leâ-the audience into a 
",P. 

new' poetic creation yet reminded it of the tradition of ~ . ., 
literature within which the poet was worki~g; it gently , 

, . 

prepared the audience fqr new relations, ~llusions, combin-
1 Il' 1 

at,iot, and intellec:Uéü and erno.tiJO~al surprises wïthin well- ' 

established patterns of response. 0 Th~ innovative \ would only 

be unde~stood and recognized as truly valuable were it f6und 
1 • "l 

in the context of establi,shed convention. 
, { 

, This essay proposes to study Chaucer 1 s use of the medieval 
il 1 ~ 

conventions of bird imagery. It will attempt to demonstrate 

th,rt t~e poet dra s on lt;aditi~nal pat:'erns of i~agery and \ 

uJ~s them in unf miliar contexts, views 'them frorn distinq,tive 
l ' , Il 
p1tspectives, an ",adds seernin~lY .i.ncongruo~sl elerne~ts to 

r~veal ,new di nsions wi thin fa~~ar boundaries.. The 

rn~thedolegy 'ad exami~ing Chaucer 1 s poetry 

aglinst a back r,ound of earliit and contempo;-ary use;; of the 

various .conven fons, of bird irnageqr-0 It has net baet' possible,' 

or 

\ 
\ 

provide a definitive provenan'ce for each 

,r- ' , 

' . 
. ', ,.~ 

n i l-:, 
<,' ', ... 

..l ~ 1 \ 

.~ll ~-_ 

..IL~~" . ,~.~ ~ 1 
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,'~ 1 

.. , . 
'cenvention; major themes -relating ~o birc;ts have bee~ iclenti-

. fied in the classics, the "Bible, and in patristic writings 1 

" 

and then. followed as they appear and are modified in seminal" 
, . 

wor~s of ~i tera ~ : up to_ the fourteen th cen tury .. An aware-

ness of t'he traditibnal uses of 'the convéntion~ ,and an 
, -'1 

understanding orohow Chaucer adapts' these:patterns te er;i,9'~na1. 
J _-t ' 

poetic ~signs should' provide a, fresh pers~ctive on" ,the 

po~t f s inc'idental use of bi rd' ima<,:1ery 1 ~bU/ i t, is 'more 

particularly'suited ta-an examin:atJ.on"of, the Rouse" of Fame, --
the Parlement 2!. Fou,lea,and ~e ~Nun's Pri~stls ~a~eflr haret 

especially,we watch Chauce~ pour new wine into,old w±ne$kins" 
" - \', 

1 v ) ~ 

to ereate the, successful QOnlbinati'on of aging, body, ànd-, , 

freshness. 
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CHAPTER l 

Background: Classical and Christian 
,tf 

The late medieval attitï'e toward "natura" invol;!ed a 

complex of ~hilosophical theories inherited from'the classical 

wor~d synthesizedt'with the Chris.tianity ~f the New ,Testament. l 

, , 
The earliest patristic fathers, who were themselves directly 

influ~~ced by .Pl~tonism and n:o.-Platonism,2 were inte ested 

in "natura" a~~e distorted reÏlection of a higher un all n 

world.' study of the natural world ~as recommen!ed as 

of understandin~ Scriptuxe, discovering the harmony of all 
. t 

'creation 'through an understahding of the hierarchical 

relationship between and withi( species, and explaining the 
1 

divine plan o~salvation through the elements of nature which 

function as signs provided by God. 3 With the twelfth and 
\ 

thirteenth centuries, renewed interest in Plato's Timaeus and 

the arrivaI of Aristoteliafi tracts' via Arabic translations 

and 

the 

to 

commen~~ries ptovided added 'impe~us and new directi~n to 
r 

study of na E"re . IÙn throp Wetherbee: i\ his in troduct:on 

Bernard Sil vestris' Cosmographia, cla~rns,;,. . 1 

Nature, the protagonist of the cosmic drama, 
is in rnany respects a discovery of the twel~h 
century. Those scholars with whom we assoqiate 
the intellectual renaissance of the periqd \". 
'seemed to themseJ.ves to be asserting new and . 
important truths ',in 'claiming that the universe 
was .an object of:~tudy worth considering for its 
own ·sake. 4 ' ~ 

<? / 

The re-di~covery.ôf these c~assical philosophers 'added 
. (i 

J 

... 

1 
1 

1 
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7 

significant dépth to the recognition of nature's value in its 

'h b 1", dl.' d th l' 't t' own rl.g t, ut ~t not reverse e ear ~er ~n eres l.n 

nature as a system of signs and models designed to instruct 

man of Christian values and truths. Empiricism was granteo 
, r ) 

fuller recognition and freedom th an it possessed in the first 
/ 

Christian centuries; however, .. ~nè stil; finds influen\iàl ~ 

philosophers who abject to the questioning of nature's laws 
-' 

on the basis that it is a heresy which attemp~'\.~ raise 

reason above faith,S apd even William of Conches, one of the 
----t- J 

most emphati~ ernpiricists of the age, rna~ntains that aIl 

phenornena of the natural world have a sy~olic value for ou~ 

, t t' 6 l.ns ruc l.on. Interest in nature 'for its own sake was 

reflected~in twelfth centuryJ art and philosophy, and eventu­

ally Natura herself was introduced into the wri ting of such .' 

replesentative twelfth century renaissance poet-philosophers 

as Bernard Silvestris and Alan of Lille; here, reconciliation 

and synthesis of classical thought, New Testament Christianity, 

and patristic philosophy was the norrn. 7 

, .. , ,-

--- - ~ ... -

Classical Philosophical Backgrounds 
" 

~":t ..... ". 

-;.;~L .. :!·l 
Plato' s influence is pervasive in the Middle Ages despite " ~_ . 

the fact that only about half of Tirna~us was known, translated, 

and cOll\ij\ented uponi the Medieval reader did, however, 'have 

the benefi;t ~ of excerpted and, parap~,4a.sed P~atonic dïalogues 

in the writings ~ Cioero, BOethius,~ugustine, Plotin~, 
/ , 

1 

, 

l, 
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. -

Macrobius, Calcidius, and many others. On the other hand, 

Aristotle had very little influe~ce8 until the twe11th and 
- j ] ~ 1 

thirteenlh century w~n men such~~s Adelard of Bath, Mi~ael - . . 
Scot, and Gerald Morley' travelled to Islamic Spani~h 

intellectual centres, translated Aristotle, and transmitted 
1 

the result/to the Latin west. By the end of thé Middle Ages, 
l ' 

1 
the theories of Plato and Aristotle rivalled one another, 

/ 

and each philosopher seemed to suppor~ a distinct attitude 
/' 

to nature and to the general, subl~nary world.-~ 
'J "'.... 

~ In Timaeus, Plato conce~ves of the universe as a living 

bein$ with soul and intelligence: 9 

", 
(J ............ _--

.. /. god's purpQ~e was to use as his model the 
highest anq most èompletely perfect of intelligible 
things, and so ne created a single visible r~ving 
being containing within itselt aIl living beings 
of the same natural order.10,f 

The uni verse is perfect" self-sufficient, and i t is creabed 

in terms of musical harmony, but the elements contained 
., 

wi thiri i t only partially share tne ideal "form" imparted by 

the Demiurge. The ideal, eternal "forms" are tran~cen,dent 
• 

8 

and only in imperfect transmissio~ ~o they reach the corporeal 

worl& which we inhabit. It f&llows, then, that the philoso-
~ 

pher should not stud1 the phenomenologi~al worl~ but, rather, 

shoul9 strive toward an understanding of the ~deal, immutable 

truths or "fornJs;;. 
~ \ 

The Demiurge, in fact, created lesser 
-

gods for the express purpose of genera ting subI unary , li fe ; 

as the Demiurge is only capable of creating the immortal and 

divine, the minor gods must create the world of generation, 
~c ~ 

... ' 

J • 
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( , 
decay, and', general mutabili ty. The Demiurge insisted on a 

, 
creation based on "plenitude". Accordingly, th~re came into 

being three orders o~ mortal life - birds, land animals,and 

water animàls - to complete the perfect sublunary world. 
'J' 

- / 
~ -"', The hurnan land animal is, in fact, the only one of these 

creations discussed in any detail in the half of Timaeus 

accessible to the medieval scholar. Man's soul acqui~ed the 

vegetative, sensitive, and rationalistic qualities, and it is 

so created that its ultimate home is one of"'the stars;, the , . 
actions of each indi viduql man on earth determines whether. 

his SGul will finally return to its home after the death of 

the body or whether it will ~e reincarnated in the body of a 

beast suitable to his particular kind of wrong doing. Birds, 
1 

for exarnple, are the, souls of "empty headed men, who were 

interested in the heavens but were silly enough to think that 
~ . 

visible, evide~ce is all the foundation ~stronomy needs". 11 
~< 

Lanq animals came from ~o \nterest in philosophy 

and never considered t the h~avens, while the 
\ 

50 hopelesè*y fil~ed with 

err~, live in the, depth of the water as a,.punishment-10r the 
\ . 

depth of their stu~idity.12 No beast is considered to be of 

'much intere~t in itself for two important reasons: the beasts 

arè part of the corporeal, mutable world which must be trans-
-" 

cended,' and'their souls are, in fact, inhabiting their obdies 

as punishment for errant behaviour. 
~~-

" ,l ' Aristotle's influence came a~ a balanding influence op 

9 

( 
1 

---t 
, 1 
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. 
Platonic thought. His keen empirical interest tended to 

temper the r?tionalistic attitude inspired by Plato~ic 
. ! ---

theories. Aristotle, too, made a strong distinction between 

the tr ans 1 una ublunary worids, but becaus~ he posited 

imates the universe through its near~~ 

perfect attempt model itself on the Creator, 

and because, aIl sub eq1fent movement is based on this ini.tial 

action, the imperfect corporeal world is worthy of investi­

gation. 13 "Form" also lost sorne of its transcenâent 

qualities in 'AristV:Ie's writing; instead of "forros" being 

separate, transl~nary entities with which the "particulars" ~ 

• 
of this world obscur~ly participate, Aristotle th6ùght of the 

eternal ideas and "forms" as imbedded in the particulars as a 

potential waiting to' e actualized. This modification tended 

to break down the 0 herworldliness of Platonic dualism and 

allowed for an inte tt in particulars by and for them~elves. " -J 
Aristotle also rejected P~ato's theory o~ the trans-

migration of imperf~ct souls into appropriate ani~al 'bodies. 

This omission had a great deal of significance for it allowed 
, 

animaIs .to be viewed as creatures for their own sak~, rather 
o 

than as the souls of punished human beings~ Indeed Aristotle, 

hjmself, deroonstrated this interest in the, natural world as 

he wrote extensively on bio19gy and zoology. 
~~ .., 

Plato's corporeal worl~ then,is something' to be 

transcended as it is an irnperfect ,manifestation of the ideal" 

.. forros" and has evil a:; a gi ven necessi ty in that non-human 
" 

. 
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fO) I)ega ti ve 
1 

life is a trial )or punishment behaviour;-

Aristotle, on the other hand, regards the' sublunary sphere 
~.(.; 

as worthy o~ oJ:ose,'/observation because it is striving - albeit-
Il ' 

imperfectly - forÇgood, and it is animated ~~ a mutation of 

the love which mQves the primum mobile. By the'late Middle 

Ages, these oPP9sing,attitudes rivalled each other for pre­

eminence, but ~~~y nevêr supplanted one another;-' they 
~ ,J'\o""" " • 

"...l"" 
provided "auct~ritas", however, for very different ways of 

" 1 

regarding animals and birds. 

The Neo-Platonic Influence 

As, the ancient Greek texts were not availabla.to the 

Christian west, and due to language deficienci~s not acces-
\ 

sible if available, the Middle' Ages depended heavily on the 

translations' and co~entaries of Calcidius' (fI. 325 A.D.) 

treatise on roughly the first half of Plato's Timaeus and 
• - r-Macrobius' (ca. 354-430 A.D.) CornmentarY ~ the Dream of 

o 

Scipio for a basis on which to continue the neo-Platonic 

tradition. 14 Both Calcidius and Macrobius are generally 

as compilers rather than original thinkers or 

d appear that although they give ~he 
'----=' 

,----"" 

impression of having read both Plat~ and Aristotle extensiv~ly, 

it is likely that they are indebted mainly to Cicero, Plotinus, 

Porphyry, Origen, and Nunnius for their s The two 

works .are certainly quite different in te s of complexity of 

analysis, disposition ol the author, and 

, , 
\ 
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but it is 
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the shared neo-Platonisrn in bath~cQ~~ntaries which so 
1 • "'~~ :;.,." 

influenced' the medieval conc~pti~:..îOf nature and the world 
\ .... :~ .... ~ 

of beasts. 

Fundamental to the theories of neo-Platonism is the dis-

tinction between the sphere of eternal, rational forms or 

"Ideas"/which seem to co-exist wibh God or' the Demiurge, and 

the warld of temporal, sensory, material objects which are 
\ 

12 

merely a dim reflection of the celestial archetypes. Between . ; 

the hea~enly forms and the temporal and degenerate matter 
1 

lies a "lJ1atrix" qr rnother of aIl, "becoming" who, lying .... below 

Gad and the World Soul, generates the sensory world which 

exists in'a sphere of mutability ~nd multiplicity. This 

"matrix" is identified by Calcidius as "Natura" who acts as 

the interrnediary between the di~ine "Ideas" and the material 
r 

• ,f'::; 

w~rld.1S ':l'he "World"Soul", or ~, or sometimes Providence, 

i5 explained by Plato and Macrabius~ as that which emanates 

from Gad and creates the perfect order, harmony, and music of 

the spheres~6 and then animates aIL creatures despite the 
, • 1 

fact that as ~t moves from the celestial "Being" to the sub-

lunary' "Becoming", it loses some of its power. 17 In fact, 

'matter is perceived as a negative element as it seems to be 

stubbornly moving against the eternal "forms" transmitted by 
,-10 '" 

the World SoUl. IS Neverthel~ss, it remains that the order' 

that exists in the life of the good and reasonable man is a 

~ , fragmented image of the order that exists in the' vi'sible 

cosmos. 19 
1 

'1'herefore, the inf1 u~ntial ~-theory that the 
., -" -' , 
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) 
composi tion, orqer, and purpos~ ,of the microcosrn, or lesSer 

world, rnirrors the composition, order and purpose of the 

macrocosm becom a basic facet of medieval thought, and,it 

at the universe is capable of explaining man, 

and ma Macrobius takes .thi'S line of reason-

ing a step f~rther and relates the order of created life to 

the Golden Chain ~hich, in the Iliad, Zeus hangs down from 

the heavens to the earth: 
o 

•• • f since Mind emanat~ from the Supreme God 
and Soul from Mind, and Mind, indeed, forms and" 
suffuses all"below with life, and since th.:i:# rIS 
the one splendor lighting up everything and vJslble 
in aIl, like a countenance reflected in many mirrors 
arranged in a 'row, and since all follow on in 
continuo us succession, degenerating st~p by. step in 
their pownward course, the close observer will find 
tha~ ~r,&~~the'Supreme God"even to the bottommost 
dregs of the universe there is one tie, binding at 
every link and n,ever broken .. 21 

This idea find~ its fuli~st'expression in ~4e Middle Ages in 

the Great Chain of Being which details the hierarchies of 
, 

rife ~h a decréasing order of classes of existence from the 

Godhead, through the irnmortal angels, the mortal but rational 

world of man, the irrational but sensitive animaIs, the 

insensitive but vital vegetative world, and the insensitive 

sphere of the inanimate minerai world. 
. 

Most important'for our study, however, is the neo-
$;';1 , 

Platonic theory of the transmigration of souls which explains 

that after death t~e soul of man is rewarded or punished for 

his life in the material world. Macrobius argues that souls 

originate in the celest'iàl sphere (the Milky Way) and: 

! 1 
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the soull" in the very ,cognizance of, i ts 
high estate, assumes those virtues by which it 

14 

is raiséd aloft after leaving the body and returns 
tQ the place of its origin; in fact, a soul that 
is perrneated with the pure and subtle stuff pf the 
virtues does not become defiled or burdened withJ 
'the impurities of the body. • . • But when a sQul 

<
al19 ws, the habits of 'i ts body to enslave it and to 
change the man somehow to a beast, it dreads 
leaving the body, .• " .. Such a soul does not 
readily leave the body at deabh, ... but it 
either hovers about its corpse or it goes to seek 
lodging in a new body, in b~ast as well as man, 
and ~hooséS the beast best ~uited to the sort of 

_, conduct it willfully adopted in the man. 22 

, 
The beast is denigrated, tl'1en'vfor' two very important reasons: 

, -
the "forming" power of the World Soul or Noushas lost its - r\~' 
streng~ as it moves toward the lower forInS of lifJ'\ l)ence~ / 
they share less of the ideal "form"; the natur~yworl~ of 

beasts includes former human beings who have abandoned the 

pùre and t.he-4.;:;:-tuous quali tiesl which they U ~eri ved from the 

celestial eternal w rld'of "Id Macrobius states that 

reason distinguishe man from • 23 he animaIs °so man has, by 
1 

his abuse of reason, lost the +ational thought, 

and it follows that there is e olutio~ Dy degeneration. 

Nature exists withih God's pla as a gen~rating and mediating 
,- ------r ~~-

force put her animrî' subjec~;-~r~ not glorifiedi rather, the~ 
refleG:t ,./ state of '~~istence cl sely connected with man ~ 'II 
fall f~~ hi~i~h es;:te. soul's temporary habitation 

in the phy~cal body is a triai nd its true home is in the 1 

heavens, so, if m~n ~bandons 
\ 

the soul: 

li 
) 
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" . ~ prefers ,to endure anything in order to' 
avoid the sky which, it forsook through negligence, 
deceit, or rather be~rayal. But th~ rulers of 
cGImnonwealths and other wise men" by keeping i.n 
mind,their origin, really live in the sky though 
they still cling to mortal bodies, and consequently 
have no difficul ty, after leaving' ,their bodies, in 
laying claim to the celestial se~ts 'which, one 
might say, they never left. 24 

.' 

The skies have become idealized and the soul rising from the ' 

body into the he avens , suggests the bird rising from the earth 
. 

into the skies. Birds, although still part of the natural 

world which has lost a major shara of i~s divi~e inheritance, 

have yet maintained a close link with the gelestial seat and 

seem, ,in fact, to me'diate' between the di vine a'nd the earthly. 

Cicero' s IIThe Dre'am of Sc.ipio" ,.places a" great' deal of 
,,~~ '\ '\ 

emphasis on the fact that mân's ùn~erstanding of the universe, 

fate, and divine harmony is severely limited by his earthly 
o , 

, ' , 
perspective and that only the view from the celestial spheres 

will allow true vision: 

As l looked out from this spot [in the heavens], 
everything appeared splendid and wonderful. Sorne 
stars were visible which we never see from "eh~s 
region, and aIl were of a magnitude far greater 
than we had imagined. Of these the smallest was "-, ' 

the one farthest from the sky and nearest the earth, 
which shone forth with,borrowed light. And, 'indeed, 
the starry spheres easily surpassed the earth in 
size. From he~e the earth appea1rd:;/ so malI that l . 

~ was ashamed of our empire which, is, " to speak,/" 
but.a point on its surfàce. 25 . 

, \. ' 

This higher contemp~tive perspective had a great deal of 

influence and currency in the· literature and philosophy of 
1 , 

the Middle 'Ages, and be'cause the bird in flight can reasonably 

,-\ 
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be ass have. 'this lofty view t it wouLd suggestOthat toe 

, 1 

~ • ~ ..... \ '., ~ 1 

b~rd has, perhaps, an apprOX1mat~on 
r"'(" ' 

on ~arth y aspirations.?6 

of the divine pe~srective, 

These neo-Platonic hypotheses of evolution by degeneration, 

the sky the true hôme of 'the soul, the héavens as the 

vantage po nt for a fuller understanding of the physical,and 

moral truth of the univers'e, are frequently mifrored in 
'---.. \, 

\ various degr es'of&lite~alness in the ph~losophy and poetry 
,/ . 
" \ 

of the/ Middle Ages ~nd, as such" are important to an under-
> • 

standing of major aspects of the conventio~of bird imàgerx. 

The Christian Attitude 'Towa~d the of Beasts 

The patristic fathers'were remark 1y we11-read in the 

,philosophical classics and ver-r famil'ar with the cosmo­

"logical theories of Pla to , CicEtro, P l~t!-nus, PO';hyry;';;:nd 

to a 1esser extent, Aristotle. 2\~ FO~ the ,most part, these 

classica1 fheories were made to agree\ with the cosmo1ogy of 

. the Old and ~~Testament. The pat;i~tiC writers w~re quick 

to identify P~ato's Demiurge with the \Old Téstament GOd;28 
, 

the "Platonic archetypal and eternal world of "forms", 
, .i 

, 
çelestial'music, and harmony'was recognized as the perfect, 

timeless heaven of God, and the sublunary world sphere was 
/ -

accepted as a dirn and transitory reflection of the celestial; 

the Great Chain of Being was developed into a divinely 

inspired hierarchy of crea~ion, and pseudo-Dionysus the 

/ 

.' ~ •. 
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his Celestial Hierarchies, elaborated th~ 

theory into l,an extr1mely in'fl uEmtial metaphysical principle; 

and the parallel wo~ldS of th~microcosm and the macrocosm 

pre~en ted an \ image. and moral lessén to provide man wi th a­
I 

theory of th~ metaphysical, moral, and physical harmony and 
l ' , , 

unit y of the juniverse. It was when the medieval Chri~tian 
. 

17, 

r 1. 

regarde~ the' subI unary world as described in the neo-Platonic 
l ' 

theory of thl~j,genesis of the universe that he began to find 

sorne seriQu problems which àre pertinent to ~is study. 
~ , 

s, in his Animal SymbOli~~ in Eccl~siastica1 f \ / 

" 1 

Ârthitectu e, points to an'important aspect of original sin: 

It is 

,,1 

cording to the biblical story the fall of 
man nvolved the alteration and corruption of 
the, hole cre~tion, including aIl forms of animal 
and legetabIe-'life, and extending even to the 
soi1 i tself, whfch thenceforth showed a perverse 
prolificacy in bringing forth thorns and brambles 
and ev~ry species of noxious weed. Theae lfwer 
organisme were also embraced in the Chri~ltn 
scherne of redemption, and are represeqted s 
looking fo;ward with pain fui longing te it 
completion, and their consequent release fr ~he 
degrading penalties of hurnan transgression. 29 . 

true that many patristic fath~rs, urider the inf uence 

of Biblica1, Platonic,and apocryphal s~prces, did see 

negative repercussions throughout the physical world as a 

result of "original sin". 30 One of th~1 mGst' extreme\ writers 
/ ' 

" in this tradition was the third centu~y Christian, Origen, 

, who made a s~reme effort to reco~ci;le Platonism with 

Christianity. Origen claimed that tn jthe beginning God had 
./ 

created all l·ife on an equal spiritual and rational basis and 

\ 
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that the "fall" involved 'eac}) creature's free choice as to 

how they should use their gifts. ~t', The subsequent inequal.i,­
p 

ties of created beings iri terms of rationality, sensitiv~ty, 
, '1 

spirituality, and vitality are thus directly related to 

\Il 
conduct, and it, therefor~, follows that the natural,world, 

of animal, vegetable, and inanimate creation is labouring 

under a heavy burden of guilt. Augustine, however, rè'cogniz­

ing the Platonic ~~ory of the transmigration of souls and . . 
perhaps noti~ the Manichaean possibilities 'involved in this' 

~, 

very negative concept of the created world, bluntly rejects 

(, Origen 1 s theory: 

They als'o claim that souls, thèugh not pàrts 
but.merely creatures. of Gpd, have sinned by 
withdrawing from the Creator and, according to 
the gravit y of their sins, have been imprisoned 
in bodies ranging, by'degrees, from heaven down 
to earth, anQ. that such souls and bodies 
constttute the Gosmos. • . .. Origen has J been _ 
rightly reproved for holding and expressing such 
views in his work, which he calls . . • of 
Origins. 32 , 

God is the perfect Artist with perfect knowledge of His 
, 

creation and although "original sin" corrupted the nature of 

man, Augustine argues that aIl life is not sinful: 

.. 
If no' one had sinned, this !eautiful .world ' 

could 'have been fïll~p nth cr ated n'atures that 
are good. Even now, wi th s'in . n the world, i t 
doeS" 'not follow ,that aIl things are, sinful. The. 
Igreat majority of those in heav~n preserve thf, 

C integrity of their nature; and '~ot even ,the, .' 
sinfulness of a will refusing t preser~ the 
order of its nature can lessen 'e beauty of Godls 
total,order, designed,'''as it is, according to 
the laws of His justice. 33 , 

" 
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AUgU~ine expi~~SlY r~j~ts 'tpe idea that the inequalities 
.' '/' (0 , \ 

of created beings are the res:ul t of sin and" expla~ns ~e 

hierarchy with the theory of "plenitude" : 

. , 

" ~ ......... ~-

Wha t. . . is true' is that there is a hïerarchy 
of created req,lities, frÇ)m ~arthly to h~avenly, 

-~,,, from visible to, invisible" some being better 
than others, ,and that the "'Very reason for their 
inequality ts to make possi~le an existence for 
them all. 34 \, ., 

\ 
\. \, 

Eaàp creature recei~es from God an ,xistence fitting for 
't-. .., 

himl~ and taken toge~er the various specie$ and ranks form 
~., , 1 

:.. \ ... 

a posftive hierarchy w~t~ ? kind of internal harmony: 
\~ " \ t 

\~ f 

". • . in the ca~e, of beasts 1 trees a~d othe~ 
• ,mut~b16o\o-and' rnortal ~J:'eatures which J.ack. not mer~ly 

an-,d:t\.te~lect but even: sens.ation or l,i'fe! i tself ," i t 
wou.üf·"be ridiculous ta c'ondemn- in them' the defects 
whi~h ë1~stroy theircor.rupt$ble nature. i For if ·it 
was by bpe will of the Creê;\tor that they received 
that meas.1,lre of being wlieJ';'eby their comlings aqd'~' 
goings and>~tleeting exis~~nces should cpntribute 
to\that specl~a,J., if lowXy, loveliness oif our \. 
earthly seasaons"''Whieh "éhimes wi th the harmony OI: 

, l' 
the 'universe. For, there was" never anyr ,need for, 
the fuings of the earth ei thér tQ ri val! those of 
he,aven or to rernain uncreated merely be~cause the 
latter ace better. 36 1 - ~~ 

Augustine is no~r' however, attempting to 'idealize the 

an'Î:m9.rworldi rather\ ~e is trying to offset l~e tendency td 
~~ 1 [ 

, 

desèribe the'lower orders of crea~ion in terme of voluntary 
1 J ,-, 

or involuntary sinfulness. He recognizes th;'t. man wi 
created rriidway between angel ana ~east: . i - / ( 

. 1 / 

. But r should' he offend hisl Lord and Goa b~ a 
proud and disqbedient use of his rree ~ill:'~ then, 
'subjÉlct to de~th -and.a slaV'~ to his 'appetites, 
He would have ~o live like a b~ast andlbe des~ined 

" 

, 

J' 

to eternal PUIlf\'!J7nt after death.31 'j . 

1 i ~ ~" ----- --, 
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When a soul falls from grace it begins to live with the same 

.-"-..a-t-alIdar,~e beast, but it does not, as Origen, Plato, ~ 

------Macrobius, and calcidIus--suggest, become a beast -r!iterallY .. 
\, \ -~ _ 4 

" And Boethius 1 in The ·colu30·Xati~--o-f-.Phi.1Oso'PhY;~-rn--oJ1des--~=-=::::=-. '/. _ _ _ _ t"'- .. 

addj;tional authori ty fO,1 the use of beas~s as z:getaphors when 
- ' '. . J ' 

he coneurs wi th Augustine that the man who abandons his 

ra.:tional stri vings for virtue should be described in terms of • 
" 

an animal: .. 
" •. wicked men cease to be 'what they were; 

but the appearance of their hurnan bodies 1 which 
they keep, shows that they once were men. To give 
oneself to evil, therefore, is to 10se one's human 
nature. ,". LI 

"You will\ say that the man who is driven by 
avarice to seize what be10ngs to others is like a 
wolf; .the restless angry man who spends his life 
in quarrels you will compare to a dog. The 

---treacherous conspirator who steals by fraud rnay b~ 
likened tcl~ a fox; the man who is ruled by 
intemperate ànge~-is thoughtto have the soul of a 
lion. The fearful and tilnid man who trembles 
wi thout reason is like a deer; the-laZYSltupid--­
fellow is like an ass. The volatile, inconstant 
man who continuallYo changes direction is like a 
bird; the man who is sunk in .foul l ust.. is trapped 
in the pleas ures of a fil thy' sow. In this way, 
anyone who abandons virtue ceases' to b~an, 
since he cannot share in the divine nature, and:-- ;-
instead beeomes a beast.M3 8 " 

Re.inforcing this distinction between man and beast, Boethius 

refers to the argument - which ultimately becomes a medieval 
.!J' 

conunonplace that the beast faces the ground while man lifts 
", 

up his head to' the heave~s: ' 

II/, The human race alone lifts its head to heaven 
and stands erect,' despising the earth. Man's 
figure teaehes, unless folly has bound you to the 
earth, that you who look upward wi th your head 

~ ) 

-- ~-\ -
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held high should also raise your soul to sublime 
things, lest while your body is raised qbave, the 

\ earth, your mind should sin~ to the ground under 
i ts burden. 39 ' 

'21 
~. 

AnimaIs possess othe/.J:itst and second of the three-fold powers 

~f the soul - the nu:t:.ritive~and sense perceiving powers -

but Hugh of St. Vigtor points to the element which separates 

man from beast: 

The third 'power of the soul appropriates the 
prior nutritional and sense perceiving powers, 
using them, 'so to speak, as its domestics and 
servants. It is rooted entirely in the reasèn, 
and it exercises itself ei ther in the most 
unfaltering grasp of things present, or in the 
understanding of things absent, or in the -
investigation of things unknown. This power . 
belongs to humankind alone. 40 

1 

\ 

When man abandons 'his third power of the soul, he relegates 

himself to the realm of the animaIs. 

But there is another tradition within medieval thought 

which of,~ers a posi ti ve perspective on animals and birds 0 

In Jeremi(\;' God 

Known he r '~tirne 

laments that, "The ki te in the air hath 

the turtle and the swallaw and the stork 

have observed the time of their' coming : -but my people have 

not known the judgment of the Lord. ,,41 St. Ambrose, writing 

in the fourth century 1 develops this therne and emphasizes 
-' ., 

• ..J 

the wa'1s in which animals é!1fe superior to humans: 

" 

[God] .. '0 by reason of divifllt9 dispensation 
infuses His orders in the senses of all created 
things, 0 • • [and] without the use of words, ( 
allows mute animals to follow the directions of 
natural instinct. His instruction reaches sven 
to the smallest creatures: i t is not limited to 

0' 

,...$ !~1 'Jo").. 
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the largest. Fishes folldw a divine law, ~ 
,whereas men contravene3t. Fishes duly 
{'comply wi th the celestial mandates, but men 
make void the precepts of Gad. . . 'If Because 
a fish is mute and deprived of reason is it, 
therefore, an abject of contempt in your 
eyes? What is more rational that this 
migration of fish. . . ? 

Salomon in his wlsdom declared this ta be 
a great mystery, this knowledge of the time 
to go and the time to returp, the tirne for 
performance and the time for change. Fish 
are not deceived in this knowledge/ because 
they follow an instinct of nature, the true 
teacher of loyal devption and not the 
deliberations of reason and rhetorical 
argumenta ti on. 42 

, 22 

More to our purposes, however, are Ambrose's statements about 

birds: 

These birds hâve 
tary organization wher ~th u this servicé 
is compulsory and serv le. . ". " H nce there 
are 'no des~rters, because the "loyal~::y is a 
natural one. . . 

What is nobler than .. [the b' rds 1 social 
orginizationl wherein toi ~md pref rmen t is 
open ta all, where power, not the pri vilege 
of the 'few, but is distribu luntary 
fashion equally amon 1 allf • 43 

Birds are bound by a naturfl code of ,laws' prescribed by 

natural grace,4 4 and they ~ossess an ideal st"ate: 45 • 

From the beginning men began in this manner 
to establish a political system based on natuR 
with the birds as rnodels. Thus there was equal 
participation in both labour 'and office •. Each 
individual in his turn 'learned to set up a 
division of responsibilit,ies, to take his share 
i~ doing service and in èsupervising it. Thus 
no one was devoid of office and no one was 
without his allotment of work.46 

i , 
Alnbrose articulates. an important aspect of the ,~edieva~ 

, , 
1 
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" tttitude to na~ure and birds. Man has chosen the Tree of 

Knowledge of Good and Evil and has turned his back on the 
q 

knowledge derived from instinct ap.d divine instructions. 

Birds in one tradi tion are d~ri ved of the "rational soul"; 

however, from this more positive intellectual perspective, 

birds, by virtue of natural grace, possess perhaps an even . 

23 

higher instinctive knowledge derived solely ~rom God. In this 

latter tradition, it is instinct, not the "rational soul" 

which leads to social and pOlitical harmony ~nd common 
~ 
'", 

profit; human society looks to nature and to the birds for 

instruction. 

Ambrose did not, however, limi t himsel'f to regarding bird 

life as a model for man or as an illustration of the 

potential for folly within rational faculties. Nature, here 
, \ 

represented by birds, becomes~'a Mediator between the divine 

and human; God communicates wi th mankind through man' s study 

G of the natural habits of birds: 

What do those people say who usually ridicule 
our mysteries when they hear that a virgin gave 
birth to a child - people who consider that 
parturition is impossible to one who never ha~ 
any relations wi th a man? Is th"at to be thought 
impossible for th.e Mother of God which is 
admitted to be possible in' the case of vultures? 
A bird gives birth without contact with a male. 
No one has cast any doubt on that. • .. Do not 

'our observations show that the Lord has provided--­
many precedents in the realm of nature by which 
to prove the glory of Hi$ "'own ~ncarnatién and 
assert its veracity?47 '" 

And~Ambrose's Most famous student, St. Augustine, draws on 

'~ 

, / 
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this not entirely original attitude towards birds and animaIs 

and offers "auctoritas" and insight into this more' profoundly 

mystical sense of beast imagery: 
II. ' , --

. • if the divine goodness ig identical 
with divine·-holiness, then it is rational and 
intelligent tather than rash and presumptious 
to pursu~_~'!=·hi~ hypothesis that each of God's ,/ 
creatures speaks to us in a kind of mystical 
code in order to stimulate our curiosity and48 to intimate an image of the Trinity .• ~ . 

AU~~ine's On Christian Doctrine eIabo~ates this attitude 
,~" ~ ~ / into a'technique of interpretation of signs and while its 

purpose is to elucidate' Scripture, v it offers af~heo.~ of the 

origin and function of signs and figurative language 

generally. j 
-' 

Augustine first asserts that a sign is of no ~ntrinsic 

value but ratE~r is a, "thing, which causes us to think of 

something beyond 

the senses.,,49 

the impression th~ thing irylf rnake~~pon 
He distinguishes between th atural and the 

f 

co~ventionai sign: 
,/ 

Those are natural which, '~i ~out any des ire 
or intention of signifying, make us aware of 
something beyond themselves, like smoke which 
signifies fire. . . . '. 

Conventional .signs are those whidh living 
cr~atures show to one another for/the purpose 
of conveying, in 50 far as they are able, the 
motion of their spirits or something which ~hey 
have sensed or understood.' . . • We PFopose to 
consider and discuss this class of signs in 50 
far as men are. concerned with it, ,for even signs 
gi ven by God and con tained in the Holy Scrip:.. 
tures are of this'type also, sinee they were 
presented to us by the men who, wrote them.50 

) 

/ 

\ 



c· 

() -. , \ 

, 2S 

The latter is,obviously the most important to Augustine, and 

he subdivides the conventional sign into the literaL and the 
"/,.-' 

figurative: 

They are called literaI when they are used,to 
designate those thihgs on account of which they' 
were instituted; thus we say l'bos'' [OX], when we 
mean an .animal' of a herd because aIl men using 
the Latin language calI it by that ·name just as 
we do. Figurative signs occur when tbat thing 
which we designa~e by a literaI sign is used r to 
signify something else; thus we say "OX" and br 
that syllable understand the animal which is 
norrnally designated by that word, but again by 
that animal we understand an evangelist, as is 

i't>signified in the Scripture, ••.. 51 

The diversity of meaning of a single figurative sign should 

not, according to Augustine, create any difficulty. The 

fact that an animal is used in Scripture in several instances 

wi th totally diverse f,igura ti ve sen"ses is not acon tradiction 
. 52 

'but, rather, a suggestion of the profundity of the text. 

The literaI sense of the sign is very important but one must 

not ignore the spiritual sense: 
./ 

NOr can anything more appropriately be 
called the death of the soul than that condi tion._______---------z, " 
in which the thing wnich distinguishes us from 
beasts, which is-the understanding, is subjeqted 
to the flesh in the p~suit of the letter .. 
There is a miserablèservitude of the spirit ih 
th:Î.s habit of taking signs for things, 50 that·---' 

l one is not abJe to raise the-eye of the mind 
1 above things that are corporeal and created to, 

o.,i1:~k- in eternal light. 53 {/ r~ • 
.... j'-.~" 

'\ 

The interprétation of a figurative sign is a devotional,not 

a scientific study, and the ~ test of an interpretati~n 

is whether the lesson J,eads'to a bUild~charity:54 

(1 ) 



) 

/ 
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• . • if he is deoeived in an interpreta~ion 
which builds up charity, which is the end of the 
commandments, he i9 deceived in the sarne way as 
a man who-Ieaves a road by rnistake but passes 
through a field to the sarne place towards which 
the road i ts~lf leads. 55 

26 

It follows then that even the pagan classics are opèn~to this 

technique of interpretation of sign;:;: ~ 

Even sorne truths concerning the worship of the 
one God are discover~d among them. These' are, 
as it were, their gold and silver, which the~ 
d~d not institute thernselves but dug up from 
certain mines of divine Providence, which is 
everywhere infused, '.' . .56 

God uses figurative signs and obscurity ,"to conquer pride çy 
/ 

/ 

work and to combat disdain in' our' rninds, to which those 

things wnich are easily discovered seern frequently te becerne 

wotthle~s," 5 7 for "no one doubts that thing~ are percei ved .. 
more reaqily through similitudes and that what is sought 

58 with difficulty is discovered with more pleasure ," 

Augustine' s attitude toward the allego-rical poten tial of 

the Scriptures is extended to the whole of God's creation,59 
1 

and as pseûdo-Hugh of St. Victor points out: "The entire 

sense-perceptible world is like a book written by the finger 

of God ... 60 Alan of Lille, whose .Q!!. planctu Naturae and 

Anticlaudianus were,. along with Bernard Silvestris' 

Cosmographia, th~ rnost elaborate poetic demonstrations of the~ 

twelfth century fascination with the role'of Natu~a in the 
< 

universe, is even more'explicit in his allegorical attitude 

toward nat,ure,: "Every creaturr in the world i5, ~ for us, like 
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, 

/ 
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1 
1 1 

1 a /book and a picture and a mirror as weIl. ,,61 
1 

Both Augustine and Alan of ,Li+le, although separated by 

approximately nine centuries, essen tially agree wi th the" 
~ 

approach taken toward the animal world as it was expressed 

in the .jlhysiologu.s. Vardously dated frorn between the second 
.. 62 

and the fourth century A.D., the Physiologus exerted 

enormous influence throughout the ~iddle Ages and was quote~ 

and read by preachers" church scholars, layrnen, and artists 

as a source of sp:i,r'î tuaI truth· g~ined through a devotional 

study of nature. 63 In this very popular Latin poem fabulous 
, , 

and actual beasts such as the phoenix, hart, unicorn, eagle, 

and whale are described in a totally unscientific fashion 

and then are convincingly allegorizèd to demonstrate the 
-' -

1 l ' '" 
mystic sentence of each creature whlch reteals the trùth of 

the dogrna of the Christian Church. Augusiine ',s wr:id;:ings 
- \ 

1 

' .. :.. frequently reflect this allegorical approach to the beast 
, • \ 1 

27 

when, for example, he discusses 'l;h! --pelic~n who supposedly 

kills hez: young, JYlourns three days, and w~unds herself deeply 

in order to revivify her youhg with her blood. 64 Beyond 

'this, when explaining the allegorica~ significance of the 

eagle breaking its beak on the rock, Augustine points out 

that i t is innconsequential for us to deterrnine whether the 

fabulous stories' connected with the aRimals are true or not, 

but ~essential t~ discover and determine the r~ligious 
significance they confirm. 65 Augustine accordingly"çalls for 

. 1 d' 66' hO h' . 1 d \d- . t' f b t encyc ope 1as - w 1C 1nc u e escr1p 10ns q eas s, 

-. 
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, \ 
,.numbers, eflestial. pheno en.:., plant \ ~ffe, and mineraIs 

which will provide "essent' al informat~on for understanding 

the scriltu~es. Respondin to this need, Christian scho~ars 1 

such aS/Isidore of Seville, Bede, and Hrabanus Maurus look 
1 

for direction from the high y developed classical encyclo-

pedie/ tradi tion whieh ~nCIUd~9- PI~ny' s N~':tural HistofY and 

the 6ol1eetanea Rerum 'Memorab liurn of Solfnus. 6 7 Pliny.' s 

en;bCLopedia was an' extremely 'nflue~tiai work even beyond 

~~ Middle Ages, and i ts scope, plan, and cu~ious mixture of 

/eeming first-::-hand information a; <l reported fabulous 
l '. 

1 d' h td th' /F th /creatures ma e ~t a muc' quo e au or~ty~ or e most part, 

., Pliny avoids moralization of his animal observations, and 
, 1 

Isidore, _in turn, ge~erallY avoids allegOr~_J; interpretation 

of natural phenomena. Hrabanus Maurus, however, in his De 
.' ~p ~- ':.-.\~ 

Universo': bases his encyclopedia on Isidore 1 s Etymologies 

and then provides extensive moral and allegorical eommentary 

very much within the Physiologus stream. Beyond this, 

encyclopedias of a more restx;icted scope began te develop, 

and these texts we,re more like in di vidual chapters copied' and 

expanded inte bestiaries, .lapidaries,68 and herbaIs. The 

bestiaries particularly flourished artd while originally thei 

were essentially excerpts from the Physiologus, later editions./ • included numerous chapters from Pliny, Isidore, and Hrabanus 
, 

: Maurus ~ the sequence mbved in ta a more logical arder; and in, 

the twelfth, and thirteenth century the illustrations were sa 

~ prolific that the bestiary became one of the leading picture 
\ 

./ 
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books of the later Middle Ages. 69 So despite the objections" 

_ of spiri tuaI leaders such as Be'rnard (!)f Ciàirvaux, who fel t 
, 

that the spiritual value of animal imagery was being obscured , 

70 by i ts secular appeal, animal symbolism from the 

Physiologus tradition more and more entered into the daily 

life of rnedieval man through sermons, poetry, bestiaries, 

\ encyclopedias, and ~cclesiastical art. 

The continuing interest in the status and-significance of 

\\b~asts and the conflicting points of view it engen~ered from 

\e earliest Christian times are,_ responsible for much of the 

in'tellectual richness, irony, and ambigui ty iri the rnedieval 
\ ' ' 

conventions of bird imagery. The topoi of bir,ds representing 
\ \ 

debased human nature, and avian society as a model for, or 

parall~to, human society leads to the bird fable conventiorr. 

The hum /bird double perspective in this Genvention offers 
, 

the audience the opportuni ty to wi tness beasts ac_ting_ as 

hurnans and to there fore ridicule the behaviour of humans who-

have" abused their rational facul ties. On the other hand,-

the audience is al~o tempted to laugh at the birds who, 

acting as supposedly ra~ional hurnan beings, fall into 

intellectual and physical traps because they are not acting 

on instincts deri ved from na tural grace. The recognition of 

the bir~s' higher perspective ,on earthly affairs, the belief 
/ 

that they reveal the mysteries of Christiani ty as Il through a 

glass darkly", and that the:y mediate between the di vine and 

,the human leads to the convention of birds as intellectual 

Q 

\ ~ 
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si1n$. This convention provides a contemplative dimension 

30 

ti bird imagery 1 an_d .i.t g~adUallY moves fr~m priMarily 

crristian se~iology to a broader Philos~phical languàgè of 

'igns. The final image pattern, the convention of birds-and­

tove, is a more cornplex web of traditions which deri ves i ts 

/

Iintellectual and ernotional power~fro~ aIl of the above them s. 

As the poet usually develops'sorne aspect of the contrast 

l 'between liuman and bird soc~ety, or the contrast ,between the ~<_ 

1 birds l 'earthly and aerial activities, this convention encom-', 
1:> \t , , 

t'i,. passes moods 'and themes as diversè as frustration and l , 
celepration, alienation and reconciliation,and ~os and 

'\. 
'\. 

\1 cari tas. As we shall see, each of these conventions had a 

literary heritage which extended back at least to the 
\ 

classics and the Bible. 

Bird and Beast Imagery in Classical Literature: 

'Animal and bird staries are/prevalent in aIl cultures. 

'It 1s prbbable that the beasts in these staries were orig­

ïnally furred and wl.nged gods or totem figures whp later 

retained their sub-hurnan fOrIn wl1.-en- they lost their di vine 
, ' -------:; .....-- , 

agsociations.7~ Egypt and I~ia, for exampl~, possessed an 

ex~nsiv~ col#lection of 'beas,t fables and myths, and bath 
\ l " '" ' 

cul t'ures demonstrated a" tenden9Y te recogn).'ze cer:tain animaIs 
'" 

. as manifestations of deities or as de~ti;s themselves. 
,_r" 

-: ,Eventually the. tales becarne moral fables and achieved their 

/ 
/ 

/ 

,/ 
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greatest western flowering in the repertoire of Aesop. Here 

we find beast~ in jtheir sub-human forro ,acting .with all the 

rationalit~,-9r lack of rational~ty, of human b~ings. This 
j 

indeed seems to be the basis of mucq of the charm of these 

31 

stories. We recognize that the fox will nof rationalize the 

frustration of o\lt-af-reach fruit into "sour grapes" ncr will 

the pigeons entrust thei'r safety to a predato~~ite, bu1:f we, 

do know that given the right circumstances h~ans,will do 
r... .. _, .... ..-

to point o~t the qui~ks,of exactly this. Aesop is able 

supposedly rational behaviour in a safe, entertainingr, and 
, .. . \ -. 

distanced way, and the". fable form also affords him the 

opportunity to drive' home points because we recognize that in 

a certain sense 

superior 'Co us: 

the ~ub-human protagoniste wpuld ~rmallY he 

human foolishness is aIl the ,more) apparent 
,,~/ 

in contrast to natural animal instinct. 

).ctually, The Fables ,of AesoI? seems to have been a 

general title for a continually expanding cO,llection of 

.'.< allegO~al animal fables written probably by -Persian, Greek, 
v~ .. 

,/ ~Roman, and Indian"authors and this COllec~,ion' - especially " 

~hat produced~by De~trius of Phaleron (ca. 300 B.C.) - made 

a\ very significant contribut.~.on to the ri terature of classical .. 
ci ~ation. That the, .... ~~];)ies" were not reserved for school 

c 
çhildren is amply demonstrated by the fact th~t, accor~ng 

• Il ' _ 

to Platé, Socrates versified s~me of Âesop's 1ables while h~ 
was wai ting for trial in prison, 72 and tha t bo1th Aris totle 

and Pliny ci t~ Aes~p as one of their ·sources o~ -n~tural ,. 
) 

,--~--------.------
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. ' 73 
h~story. Official Christian sanction was readily forth-

';", '1 
~'f'- co~ing for Au~ustine speaks appravingly of Aesop 1 s fables in 

1.,. ~ 74 . 
Contra Mendacium, ~ and Ba"sii, in one of his letters, writes 

h~'" 1 ") . , 
,-

positively of Aesop and·, d?mp4-res himself to the lamb 
\ 1 

" ~(75 
unjustly accused by the wolf. ~ 

(t 

piven the popularity and effectiveness of Aesop's Fables, 

it is not surprising that Aristophanes could use similar . . . 
~echniques to great effect,in several of his comedies. The 

\ 
Birds, for example, is a muph more complex artistic creation 

'\ 
than any of the "Fables" but i t does depend very much for 

i ts effect on tpe fahle' s hurnan/bird 'double perspective. 
, t' 

~ - '> +f 

The Birds portrays two foolish Athenians en~usiastically 

setting out to search for an avian u~opia where litigation, 

"imperialism J and war will be aboiishe~:~r ,;.The -twé' men expect to 
,~~ 

find this utopia among the birds because they admire the 
1 

birds' powers of flight, ~heir ~us~c simplicity ~d uncom­, 
plic~ted life, and" their seeming higher perspective on 

, 
earthly acti vi ties - ess~ntially, howeve,r, they admire the 

birds' abili ty to fly over the prablems' 0 f "humani ty and to 

escape the tragedy of human existence. 76 When they found the 
" \ 

new utdpia of Cloud-Cudkoo-Land,' the two Athenians end up 

substi~uting world. conquest and defeat of thegods for war, 
.' -

anarchy for l-iti~a tian, birds as the" new winged gods, and 
~ \ . 

thémse 1 ves as the new dictatoi;. The birds are, of cO\frse, 

articulate wh"ich, as in all animal .fables 1 closes much of the 

gap between human and avian ~ph.eres, and the instincts which 
1-



1 
1 ; 

1 

1 
~ 

1 i 
Î 

J 

'" __ p_ ",~"-,, __ ._~_,,,,_,!,_ ..... _ ...... _._ ...... ,. _ ...... __ '""'''''' .• ''''''41llO!liE 1II!I •• Sb .. '.elIMlUiMllaltlllll •• _.a.",.'.' _, __ ....;;.. _____ +-__ --:-_ ...... ___ _ 

1 

\ 

o 

o , , 
,. , 

33, 

normally ensure the sucéess of· the birds is ~t~gated tiy the 
1 

:the b~rd~ as extent of human reaaon Aristophanes pox-trays 

possessing. Dressed actors erform as birds 
1 ...... 

~nd Aristophanes 
1 , 
1 

" . 
plays up the ese feathere~ characters!and 

.:.... ' \ 

imen introduces Tereus 8.I),d ~~ilemon - hUIl1alis . irransfor:Jl!,ed into 
~j , 

'" .. ! ! 

birds - to rein force the interplay _10'~ .. human a~d bird' 
.. /f 

characte'ristics '. Finally then, The Birds, Vérf subtly 
• - 1 

\ 

, \ , 
combines satire". my~ology: animal fable, natufali~_tl.,?" 

détails. and humour/ into .a drama which clearly \tr~scenqs its , 

immediate satirical subject. ~~ ~.,., ~ .:.,,:. 
4' 8'- . 

, 0 " .. t 

An extens:j.on of the concept of the humatrize bird i 
, • I, \ 

found in the ide9. of metamorphosis which plays Sluch a promi-

nent part in classic~l my~OlO9Y. Ovid • s Metamoroses. 

offers a compendium of classical mythology qentred around the 
j 1 • 

~otif of transformation fl;:om' human into bird'- fi~b, anirpal, 
. 1 _ 

stone, wood, and wtr. ,Often the tranSfoJtllAtion\ involved is 

a fitting one - wh n, for example, Lycaon who il'a;ting 
. , . j \ 

very much like a wolf ia finally metamorphized inti.o one - but 

occasionatly the ration ale of other transformations escapes 
~ , 

us now as our knowledge of the cul ta _qf heroes and \ gods is 
1 

incompl:ete '. Ovid does, however Il show us on severai oc~asions 

the gradual transformation of man into beast· and rnakes the 
'~I~ 

important point_ that the line whicl'l separa'tes . human from 
" 

beast is a very blurred /one. Beyond thls, Ovi'd also sub-

scribes to the, Platonic and Pyth~,g6rean the9ry of th:r trans­

migration of souls: ... <,/ 

' .. 

'-'_..:-

• 
J, 
" 
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AlI things change, but nothing dies: the 
~pirit wanders hither and thither, tàking 
possessîonof what limbs' i t pleases, passing 
from beasts into human bodies, or~again our 
hurnah spirit passes into beasts, but never 
at any time does i t perish. 77 '" 

Lucius Apuleius' ~ Golden Ass, wri tten in Latin in the 

second cen,tury A. D., affords an even better example of the 

metamorphosis motif and the human/beast double perspective. 

'" 78 Apuleius l "novel" describes the supposed adventures of the 

34 

author'whose inordinate curiosity about the black magical 

arts leads him into experi~ental witcncraft and an accidentaI 

transformation into an ass which retains intellect and human 
1 

consciousness. 
,1 

After more than adequate warning about the 

dangers of magic apd the witch Merope's ability to transform 

humans into beasts appropriate to their human behaviour't 

~ Lucius conspirescwith a ,slave girl ~nd attempts to transform 

himse<if into a bird specifically, an owl. It is signi'ficant 

that'Lucius chooses this specifie bird because the owl was 
.. , 

cdnsidered both a symbol of ill-omen and the bird of Minerva, 

gOddess of wisdom. Carelessness, however, lead~ to trans-
/' 

formation into an ass and as the gOddess Isis is later to say: 
Il 

" 
because thou didst turn to servile 

pleasures, by a li'ttle folly of thy youth­
fulness, thou hast had a sinister reward of 

,thy unprosperous curiosi ty. 79 

It is cle~r that Isis considered Lucius' metamorphosis 

appropriate ta his behaviouri the only way he' can redeem 
" , 

himself is to go through an initiation of sorts which wiil 

-+-,.,-----, 
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force him to examine h~s behaviour against that of an animal. , -- . 
~ ,-

Ironically, however, Lucius, .:ts ,'-an ass, is far more capable 

of understanding, 'kindness, and heroism than the majority of 

the people he encounters du~ing his travels. He assists in 

the ,rescue of a capt~red maiden, foils robbery attempts, and 

he is capable of forgriving sorne of the humans who torroent 

him. His most telling adventure, however, is, when he is 

placed in an arena and expected to rape a convicted murderessi 

the ass is revolted by the bestiality perpetrated by the 

humans, an~ he escapes to find the goddess Isis 
," 

him back into human forro and then ini tiates him 

who transfo~ 

into her cu~t. 
Lucius has investigated the sub-human aspect of life (whiçh, 

./ 

in many ways, ~escribes his earlier lu~t, cruelty, and 

i ,foolish curiosi ty), ,but, recogn-i-z±-ng--1'lrs bestial side, he 

gradually'rises above his situation until he is truly human' 
. 

again. In many ways, however, the common run of humanity has 

been shown to be even more bestial than the animaIs 1 50 

Apuleius raises- the initiated hero above the_ general run of 

mankind and makes him a priest of Isis. 

Classical literature was clearly not-without exampleS of , , ' 

highly developed beast fiction which exploi ted the human/ 

beast double perspj3ctive, but we may also read some of this 

f~on 'int~rpreting the 'beasts as symbols of deities and 

di vine mysteries. Many early cultures, particularly that of 

the Egyptians, used be''asts as symbols o,f their gods,· the 

.go1.s' earthl"y m~mifestat,ions 1 or as symbols of the, ini tiates 

. . ' 

" 
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1 l, 
of a mystery cult. It is likely that at an earlier time the 

1. 

beasts were themselves deities but most of the art which . , 

survives suggests that the falcon represe~ted Horus and that 

the ibis represented Thoth. The whole Egyptian pantheon 

seems to have had animal representation. The classical 

Greek~ and Romans had similar associations and horses were 
, 

sacred to Hades, swine tb Demeter, and qoves and swans to 

Aphrodi te. Possibly connected wi th this ~,dea was the heraldic 

u'se of beast imagery which offered Athens her owl, Argos her 

wolf, Boetia her bull, and the Roman legions their standards 

80 of wolf, bear, lion, and eagle. 

The Golden Ass is, again, the most convenient example of 

this semiological technique as it is generally acknowledged ' 

tha t the beasts referred to in the novel are signs of sacred 

~ figures. As already mentioned, l:.ucius wishes to be trans-
l , 

formed into the owl which would suggest that he desires the 

wisdorn of Athene or, her Roman counterpart Minerva, but is 

instead rnetarnorphized into the ass which is noted for its 

foolishness. Near the end of the novel when Isis decides i t· 

is tirne to redeem Lucius, we recognize that the work is 
, 

truly cehtred ardund the rnysteries of the Isis cult; it is 

t,hen apparent 'that the ass is a particularly appropriate 

figure f~the,protagOnist because, Isis states that she is 

utterly opposed to the beast: 

An ass [is aJ beast l have long time abhorred 
and despised. 81 

.,'$ 
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The ass is the sa ed animal ,and earthly manifestation of Set 

and, therefore, 

Osiris, -and her 

t~e sworn enemy of Isis, her brother/cons9rt 

sO~~Hor:s. Lucius' metamorphosis appears 

to have been an inititation on at least two levels. In terms 

of the theory of the transmigration of souls, Lucius has 

beçome an animal associated with stupidity because he'was 

fi lIed with the wrong kind of curiositr and passion. In 
1 terros of the beast as a syrnbol of the god or one of his 

initiates, Lucius unwittingly becomes a fol~ower of Set 

because he acts in ways abhorrent to Isis. When he is finally 

returned ta human forro, pis experience'of living out his 

follies has purified and improved him as a human being. 82 

Apuleius' The Golden Ass had considerable influence in 

the Middle Ages as ,it was known and discussed by intellectuals 

such as Lactantius, Augustine, Jerome, Ausonius, Martianus /~ 

Capella, Fulgentius, Macrobius, and Cassiodorus, but it was 

only in the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth centuries 

that copies of the novel ha~ wide c~rrenci.83 As an animal 

t~le with moral and religious dirn~nsions and as an animal 

fable which describes the world and h~an relationships from 
1 

the point of view of beast and human sirnul tal'l:eously, The 

Golden Ass figured prominently in the development - 1 . of ~he 

medieval conventions of beast imagery~ 

The connection of birds wi th spring and human love invol ves -. 
a very cornplex web of traditions. Tha1;: birds were closely 

associated'with spring for the classical Greeks, and Romans 
~ 
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can be seen in pastoral poetry from Theocritus ând Me1eager, 

to Ovid and Horace, as weIl as in the Swallow Song sung by 

classical Greek child~en for the advent of spring. 84 We also 

know that doves and ~wans were associated with Venus and 
, , 

Aphrodite. Furthermore, ,it is clear that classical celebra-

tions of spring characteristically linked the renewal of 

na ture wi th lorenewal in the human sphere. Still, classical 

bird imagery is not particularly associated with joyful 1 

love. 85 The Roman and Greèk poets characteristically pérceive 

sadness in 'the songs of their favourite birds and this, to a 

certain extent, retl~cts the belief in the transmigration of 

souls. According to Ernest Martin, the myth of Philomela, 

Procne, and-Tereus-, who are finally turned into respectively 
"' nightingale, swallow, and hoopoe, effedtively tempered what 

",-might have been a tendency to connect birds and fulfilling 

human love in Roman poetry.86 One sees in a Horatian spring 

ode,87 for example, what appears to be a traditional spring 

,song replete wi th spring, love, and birds 'exèèpt that the bird 

which appears reminds the poet of the Procne-Philomela 

tragedy and the poem ends with a meditation on death and the 
1 

carpe ~ thérne. On the other hand, Ovid and virgil allude 

to the connection of birds, spring, and joyful love. Proper­

tius refers positively to Venus and her doves, and Catullus 

explicitly compares doyes and happy lovers. 88 Clearly the 

a~sociation of ~irds with the transmigra~ion of so~ls tended 
, 

to undermine the birds, spring, ,and love formula; nevertheless, 

lU Ji i • r_ ,--------- ------~ . 
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one also suspects that generally, th~ classical poets 

rejected the perhaps too facile pattern of simùltaneous 

renewal in the vegetative, avian,ang-human spheres, and used 
1 

the Tereus-Philomel~ myth to suggest the tragic underside of 

the popular association of birds, love, and spring. The 

Late classical Pervigilium Veneris, 'for example, appears to 

have been written for the officially sanctioned spring 

/ festival, the trinoctium of venus,89 yet much of its,power 

39 

derives from the fact that it advances the therne of.birds and 

joyful hurnan love only to finally reject it: the poern 

~~:";lOPS a lreat deal, of the potential of the conventio~:>?f 

birds and love by relating it to both the joys and frustra-

tions of burnan love. 1 
Pervigiliurn Veneris begins by cornb~ning birds, mating, L 

spring,and love in a natural scene of fertility and,universal 

1 harrnony: 

Tornorrow he EWill love who has never loved; 
tomorrow h who has loved will love again. 

spring is ne ~ -'the spring of birdsong; in the spring our 
earth was orn. 

, In the spring hearts come: togetheri in the spring the birds 
aIL mate.gO -

The sense of renewal and harmony in the natur~l seene is rein-

forced and related to the supernatural sphere when the poet 

. , introduces the pagan deH:.ies: 

\ 
-r----- -- ----------- -. -----,_.- -',. ,-
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Tomorrow-/s 'the day when Father Heaven held his marriage: 
He made the whole year out of his springtime,~howers, 
Falling as husband Rain to the lap of his lovely wife, 
Mixing seeds to nourish aIl in her broad body. 

40 

Then the Sea from its foamy ball,from Saturn's float~' g blood, 
In the middle of sky-bl ue legions and sQU9-ds of two le ed ' 

horses . ao... 91 
Made-Venus shivering wet,from the shower-sprayed foam. 

Venus, the "creatress who governs all.,92 ensures that vege­

tative and animal life mate and that the birds continue their 

singing. 'The emphasis then falls on the human sphere with 
',. 

Venus,and her winged JGIl~ Cupid, leading Aeneas "to L~lVinia9~ 
-- \ ' 94 

and the Romans to the Sabines. Mankind, gods,and nature 
, 

are joined in a celebration of sexuality, 'fertility, and 

love - un,;til suddenly the poet notices the sound of the 

swallow: 

The wife of 
You'd think 

voicè; 
You' d never 

husband' s 

Tereus is singing in the shade of a poplar tree. 
she sang love's measures with her melodious 

think .. ,she mourned a sister wronged by her 
rape. 95 ' 

Wi th the intrusion' of this trag.ic story of -rape 1 incest, , 
mutilation, and cannibalism the idyllic atmosphere is broken. 

'" 
The poet who has been,- until this point, a part 9f this world 

of love, bea~Y ,. and harmony noW recognizes that he is 

unhappy and out 'de of the natur~l scene: 
:' 

~ 

She is singing. ~am silent. " When will 
When will l be like~he swallow, with my 

done?96 '\ r 

\ 

my spring ever come? 
days of silenc~ 

" 

This remarkable poem, which begins as and 

,y •• , J 1 .t~'.; '0];- 1",'.-

-,­.' 
1" \ 

\ 
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ends as a confession of romantic agony,97 integrates aIl the 

essential elements in the convention of birds-and-love: 

birds and bird-sbng, spring and locus' amoenus, love in the 

natural, human, and divine sphêres, and 'finall~ a human 

observer who is portrayed as alienated from the world 

nature and renewal. . 

Bird an~d Animal Imagery in the Bible·: 

41 

The Bible is a rich storehouse of bird'and animal imagery' 

which was derived, for the most part, from the same sources 

as the animal lore in the Aesopian fables .~98, H.ere we find a. 
, 

bird fable,99 birds used as symbols ~t-oivinity, image 

patterns associating birds, spring, and love, and animal 

characters who were influential in estal:hi'shing the beast/ 

hurnan 4~le perspective of the bird fable. 
, 

The fable of the eagles and the vine (Ezechiel 17) ts a 

political and religious bird allegory. It illustrates the 

capture of the vine (the Jews) by two eagles (Egypt and 
~ 

Babylon) and God's final rescpe'of the vine. God promises to 

"net" the eagle and plant the vine in Israel so tha t i twill 

provide a haven for mankin~: "On the high ·mountains 'Of Israel 

will l plant it: and it shall shoot forth into branches and 

shall bear fruit, and it shall become a great cedar. And all 

birds shall dwell under it, and every fowl shall make its 

nest under the shadow of the branches, thereof. ,,100 This 
1 

\ 
----~--.·~r _1~_ .. ~·------~· 
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9tble would clearly offer strong apthority .for the convention; 

however, the characters are described rather than dramatized 
, ," f\ 
~nd one suspects that hurnanized beast characters would have 

l '. 

even greater influence on the medieval bird fable. 

The serPent in the-Garden of Eden is a prominent example 

of the speaking and thinking beast and, unless one examines 

it in terrns of the complex mythological heritage of the 

serp~'mt in world mythology, one iS_,tempted to regard it 

mainly as a creature which abuses fac~lties of reason and 

speech. That there was a strong Christian and Hebraic 

tradition to consider that Satan or one of his fallen angels 

was transforrned into the serpent (Apoc. 12:7-9) would accen~ 

tuate the ide~ that through misuse of rational faculties 

\at~had fallen to the lowest form of animal life. But 

perhaps a less complex example of the talking animal is 

recounted in Numbers 22 when Balaam is tested by God. Balaarn 

is given the choice of doing the will of God or his own self-
, ---~~-

interested will and he chooses the latter. R~ding his ass 

a10ng the road, Balaam is. unable to recognize that the angel 

of the Lord is blocking bis way;' the ass, however, sees the 

truth and he refuses to carry his master further. The ass is 

beaten but he then turns and rebukes his master in a hurnan 
.", 

vGice and Balaarn a~its his error. This s,:tory reflects one 

aspect of the h)lIt\an/beast double persp.ective: man possesses 

the rational faculty ~~t bis awareness is still inferior to 

the animal which is capable of recognizing truth through 

I.jo" 
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different but natural faculties. 
• 

The beast/human metamorphosis can be seen in the descrip­

tion of Daniel's struggles with Nabuchodonosor. The king of 

Babyl,on did not recognize that Daniel' s God was supreme and 

Nabuchodonosor was therefore: 

••• driven away from among men and did eat 
grass like an ox, and his b6dy was wet with the 
dew of heaven: till his hairs grew like the 
feathers of eagles ,ând his nails-' like bird' s 
cl'aws.IOI 

The king will not use his reason so he is reduced to a 

composite sub-human state or neither bird nor animal but 

rather monster. As ~ ~~e~ he keeps his ey~s to the ground 

as he did when ki~g - and i~ is only later when Nabuchodono-

sor fepents that he returns to his former human situation: 

.a- . . . lifted uj;> my eyes to he aven , and my 
sense was restored to me. And l blessed the 
most High •••• 102 

There is also, of course, an extensive tradition in the 

New Testament of using birds and animals as symbols of divin­

ity or of the aivine in man. The lamb is often used as a 
103 ' ' 

symbol of Jesus because of its use in the Passover 

ritual,104 its natural habits, and mystical references in 

Apocalypse. 10S , The dove ts often employed as a symbol or 

earthly manifestation of the Holy spirit,106 and the bird 

/"""\./ generally is used on Many occasions as a symbàl of,' the 

sour. 10 7Ç dove -a~~-:YmbOl for thé HO~y sp~ri t, is appro-

priate as it draws on the story of Noah's' f~ood ~nd the dove 
p 

" 1 

/ 
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which brings back the oliv branch signifying that ~od's, 

wrath is reéeding,lO and the ritual which requires the 
\ 

child. 109 The use of the bir~ ~s a syrnbol of the soul is 

sacrifice 0 a d?ve fOl: ·purif~ca7'ion after the birth of a\ 

",-, Il 
pervasive in world religion,1~ .and one sees it in Egypti 111 

J 

d ' 1 '. 1 h 1 l 2, l P l b' d . an ~n c ass~ca myt 0 ogy. " n sa ms, ~r ~magery 

relates to freedom, mobilit , ahd purity and the bird's 

ability to transcend the e rthly s,uggests the intangible, 

divine spark which animate the corporeal. As such, it repre-

sents escape from the mundane cohcerns of human existence 

(Psalms 55:6), but it also reminds us that the so~l can lose 

its freedom and become ensnar~d by temporal life (Psalm 

-124:7). 

In the Bible, the poetry which connects birds, spring and 

human love is reserved almost exclusively for,the Canticle of 

Canticles. Although it was interpreted oy both Christian and 

Hebraic commenta tors as an allegory of the love between God 

or Jesus and the soul or the Church,the poem i9' literally 
. ~ 

concerned w~th sexual lovè between King Solomon and a Shula-, 

mite maiden. The bride groom twice and the bride once 
113 1 

compare their lovers' eyes to ~those of a dove, and the 

male repeatedly refers to hislover dove. 114 There is as a 

also an invocation ~ spri~g which explicitl~ associates the 
" , l'A 0. 

arrival of the spring séasbn, the-return of the birds and 

their songs, and the arousal of human love: 
- . 

, 
", 
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'Beho Id,. my beloved speaketh to me: Arise, make haste, 
my love, my dove, my beautiful,one, and come. 

For winter is now past, the rain is over and gone. 

4S 

, 
l ~ 

The flowe~s have appeared in our land : the time of 
pruning is come: the voice of the turtl~ is heard in our lanq: 

The fig tree hath put forth her green figs : the vines Fi 
in flower yield their sweet smell. Arise,_'~my love, my ·,7 
beâatiful one, and come. Ils 

, ' 

What Pervigilium Veneris did for the birds,and.]Qve convention 

in the classical tradi,tion, Canticle of C~nticles had already 

achieved in/the Scriptural tradition. However, while the Old 
, 

Testament lyric does have a slight reference to love's 

'frustrations at one paint,116 it is overwhelmingly a celebra­
./ 

tion of the simultaneous renewal of the naturaI, ;the h~n, 
.... t~ 

and' the spirit~al spheres. The participants in the poetic 

dialogue are not alienated from the natural scene of renewal 

and fertiIitYi rathe'r, they' are part of nature: the y are 

doves, lillies, roes, and their features are described in 

'I terms of sheep, pomegranates, and the honey comb. Then, of 
, ' 

", 

1 
1 
i 

1 

Q 

course, the erotic level of the poem was subsumed by'" 

Christian exegesis, and the joy and fulfillme~t in thf 

natural and human sphere is seen ta represent the spiritual 

love of Christ and His Church. Just as medieval poets.- used ... 
ga~den im~gery to evake a complex pattern of charity and 

cupidity,~~7 so also could they refer to the birds and love , 

~ for.mul~ ta suggest bath a 5ifiritual love which binds the 

human with the·>natural sphere as weIl as an erotic love which 
ri 1 

tends to point up the disparity between "natural" and human 

relations. 
\ 

~ 
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It will be useful at this point to summarize the pre-

46 1 

medi~al ancestry of thesè conventions. The fable convention 
l ' 

had ~e currency through the classical Aesopian fables and 

the Biblical bird the prominen t: use of the 

beast/human double 

fable. As~; 
perspective J: characters. such as LucIus 

in The Golden-~, Balaam's ass, or the serpent ln Eden woul~ 

suggest the ~gortant ironie element of the speaking, think-
'" 

ing qeast. Pervigilium Veneris an~ Canticle of Canticles 

offe.red strong 'support for the conventj,on of birds-and-love. 

Both poems c~early'develop the pattern o~ spring, birds, and 

love, but the former stresses the alienation felt by the 

huma~ observer and the latter ernphasizes the extent to which 

the renewal of nature reflects the emotions of t~e loversj 

significantly the p~em of alienation and frustration concerns 

erotic human love, and the one wQ~h integrates the human and 
\. - /.,,-, "" 

the natural i~ interpret~d by the Middle Ages to be concerned 
" 

wi th spiritual love. Finally, for the convention of birds 
\ 

\ 

as intellectual signs we have found many examples of birds 

representing deities, initiates,and souls; however, we have 

not encountered the use of birds' as signs as described by 

Augu~tine or as illustrated b~' Physiologus. There is no 
/ 1 1 ~ 

doubt that the pre-medieval identification of certain birds 

with deities had in its originoan·awareness of the bird's 

natural habits and markings which made it an ~ppropriate . . . , 
symbol for the god o~.godde~s.118' Once the identific~tion 

. 
has been made, however, there appears to be little' concern to 

( 
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offer an explicit rationale for the use of the symbol. \ On 
~ \ \ 

~ the other hand, in the medieval use ofl birds a"s signs, 4e 
,--~ 

of, foremost rationale for the identification is concern. \ 
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, \ 
The eagle, for exarnple, suggests both Jesus and ,the evangelist 

~ \ 1 
John but, perhaps as, a resu~t of the:~ilJunctions'against bird 

: \ 
and aniI114i worship, ~l9 the focus is on how the., b.j.rd and i t, ' 

supposed natural h~its reflect, embody, /an~ explain Shrist\an 

mysteries. When Chaùcer employs birds ,as signs, he"deVelOPS\ 

the cpgnitive sign""one step furtheri his birds suggest and \ 

\ embody/broad philosophical concepts which ext~nd beyond the 
'( -

atrictly Christian or theological. ,., 
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1 See George D. Economou, ,The Goddess Natura in Medieva1 
Literature (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1972), 
Chapter one and passim. 

2 M. -O. Chenu, Nature.., Man and S06iety in the Twe1fth 
. CentufY, tranSe J. Taylor and L. Litt1e (Chicago: University 

of Chl.cago Press, 1957). See chapter two, "The P1atonism 
of the Twelfth Centurylt passim. 
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3 Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, transe p.N. Robertson,Jr. 
(IncLianopolis: Bd::>bs-Merrill Inc., 1958). See Book II, chap. 
16. See a1so Augustine, The City of God, Books VIII-XVI, 
transe G. Walsh and G. Monahan. FathërS of the Church 
(Washington: Catho1ic University of America Press, 1952), 
XI, 24. 
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5 Chenu, pp. 10-11. 

6 Chenu, p. 129. 

7 Cosmographia, pp. 3, 56-7. See also 
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G. Economou, The 
chap. III pasSIm. 

"" 8 Macrobius, for examp1e, argues extensivelY against 
~ Aristot1e, and one receives the distinct impreisj,on~ that . 
Aristot1e is 1ittle more than a straw man to demO,lish with 
Platonic argUments. See, for e,xample/; Macrobius'1,ç~o~entary 
~. the Dream of Scipio, transe W. Stahl (New Yo;~:( ~olwnbia 
Unl.versity Press, 1952), Bk. II, chaps. 14-16, pp~ 227-43. 
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10 Timaeus, 42 3 Pp. -. 

Il Timaeus, p. 121': This illustration of Plata' s theory 
of reincarnation appears near the end of Timaeus; hence, i t 
would not have been available during the Middle Ages. It 
is, however, very much in line with the classical theories 

-of the transmigration 'of the soul which were well known to 
''''medieval scholars. Plato also associated "wings ',' wi th the 

journey to the celestial regions; see Phaedrus 246 :,E. 

12 Timaeus, p. 121. 

49 

13' . 
This was more a change of emphasis than 'a change of theory 

as Plato allows that it is harmony which moves the oearth., 
This change of emphasis was, tJ,owever, very important in the 
development of the empirical study of nature. ~ 

14 For a discussion of the influence of Macrobius and • 
Calcidius, see W.H. Stahl's introduction (pp. 39-48) to 
Macrobius' Commentary on the Dram of Scipio, and J.C .M. Van 
Winden, Calciaius on Mattër;' H s Doctrine and Sources: A 
Chapter in the History of PlatOn'ism (Leiden:-E.J. Bri117 
1959), pp. 1-5. 

15 See G. Economou, pp. 21-2, and Van; Windent pp. 191-2. 4 ,1' 
~4. 1.," 

16 Macrobius, p. 185, 194. Macrobius~"~lso believed that 
the soul.was derived from musical concords. 

,17 Macrobius, p. 123, 126; and Van Winden on Calcidius, 
p. 33. 

18 Ma~ter is judged an Î inferior substance for the divine 
artisan in Timaeus, and Calcidius describes "sil va Il or matter 

/ 

as evi1 in chapters CXIX-CXXXVI. See I. Wrobel, ed. P1a'tonis / 
Timaeus Interprete Cha1cidio Cum Eius Commentario (Frankfurt 
am Main: Universanderter Nachdruck; 1963). 
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19 Macr'obius, p. 224; Calcidius, CCLXVIII-CCLXIX; Plato, 
Timaeus, p. 42. 

20 Calcidius., ed. Wrobe1, CCXCVII; Van Winden, p. 114; 
Macroeius, p. 224. 

21 M b' acro ,~us, p. 145 

22 
Macro~~us, pp. 124-5. 

23 Macrobius, p. 144. 
l 

24 b' Macro ~us, ,P- 125. \ 

25 Cicero, "The Dream of Scipio" in W .H. Stahl, Commentary 
on the Dream of Scipio, p. 72. 

26 The birds' close link wi th "the skies and celestial vision 
is, at least, partially respons,ible for the tradition that 
the future can be foreto1d by tlte flight patterns and cries' 
of birds. See, for eXqmple, Macrobius, p. 168. 

2 '1 S 0 Ch 4 8 89 ee enU~ pp~ -. 

28 Augustine, for one, however, sternly pointed out that it 
was wrong to believe that th~ rnortal world was created by 
God' s firsi: creations. See The Ci ty of God XII, 2 7~ pp. 
294-5. 
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29 E.P. Evans, Anim21 Symbolism~n Ecclesiastical Architecture 
. (London: W. Heinemann, 1896), pp. 29-30. On the other hand, 
Arcite, in Chaucer's "The Knight's Tale" (I,ll, 1315-1321), 
seems to understand that as the animal simply follows his 
fleshly desires and has no afterlife or punishment, he does 
not share in the Christian plan' of redemption. See Beryl 
Rowland, Blind Beasts: Chaucer"s Animal World (Ohio: Kent 
State Uni versi ty Press, 1971), p. 20 
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30 Many Medieval intellectuals men tion this eKten,?-ed "fall". 
One might particularly note Boethius, The Consolation of 
Philosophy, Bk. III, pro lOi St. Basil-;-8t. Ambrose, and 
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St. Augustine each describe the rose as being without thorn 
before the Fall. _ See Basil, Hexameron, V, 6; Ambrose,~. 
Hexameron, III, xi, 48; Augustine, De Genesi Contra Manichaeos, 
l, xiii. Alexander Neèkham, in De Natura rerum et de laudibus 
divinae sapientiae, ed. and tranS':" T. Wright (London: Longman, 
Green, Longman, Roberts, Green, 1863), pp. 201-2 points out 
that the lape had a tail before the Fa1l. / 
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31 Of Origins. Cited in A.O. Lovejoy, ~ Great Chain of .E}eing: 
~ Study of the History of ~ Idea (1936; Rpt., New York: Harper 
and Row, 1960), p. 75. 

32 Augustine', City of God, XI, '23, p. 222. 

33 City o_f God, XI, 23, p. 222. 

34 City of God,,' XI, 22, p. 220. 
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City of God, XII, 4, p. 251. 

36 
Ci~y of God, XII, 4, pp. 250-1. 

37 City of God, XII, 22, p. 288. 
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38 Boethius, The Consolation of PhilOSOfhY, transe R. Gr77~ 
(Indianop6lis:--B'obbs-Merrill Ine., 1962 , Bk. IV,' prose ~~~, 
pp. 82-3.. It· is, of course 1 this kind of interpretation of 
human nature which leads to the elaborate allegories we find 
attached to elâssical stories and myths in works such as 
Ovide Moralisée, . Fulgentius t Mythologies, and The Ex~osition 
of the Contents of Virgil, and Commentaries on Ciree s trans­
rorm:ation ol Odysseus i men in ~ Odyssey. This mutation of 
the soul wherein a man might be depieted in terms of animal· 
eharaeteristies leads to the philosophical and satirical ~se 
of "monsters" to suggest particular types ~,f degeneracy::;-
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39 Boethius, Bk. V, poem v, p. 114. 

40 Hugh of St. Victor, Dida~calicon, transe J. Taylor 
(New York: Columbia University PresS, 1961), Bk. l, chap. 
3, p. 49. 

41 Jeremias 8:1r AlI Bible quotations are from th~ 
Douai-Rheims translation. 
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42 ,St. Ambrose, "Hexameron", Bk. V, chap. 10, pp. 184-5, 
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in Hexameron, Paradise, and Cain and Abel, transe J.J. Savage 
(N~w York: ,Fathers of the Church, Inc::-T961). 
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43 Ambrose, Hexameron, Bk. V, chap. 15, pp. 200-1. '" 
\ 

44 Ambrose, Bk. V, chap. 16, p. 205o, 

4S Ambrose, Bk. V, chap. '15, p. 201. 

46 Ambrose, Bk. V, chap. 15, p. ~Ol. Ambrose is her~ using 
Virgil's Georgics as his source. Virgil's praise for the 
social organization of the bées (Georgics IV, 149-196) was, 
weIl known in the'Middle Ages, and it Is worth noting that 
medieval encyclopedists considered the bee a bird. Aelian's 
third century encyclopedia of animal lQre, On the Character­
istics of AnimaIs, frequently refers to the "Tntelligence" 
and social harmonyof the-natural world: See particularly 
Aelian' s prologue te Book 1. ~ L, 

47 -Ambrose, Bk. V, chap. 20, p. 212.-

8 ,.. .. 
4 Augustine, City of God, Bk. XI, chap. 24, p. 225 • . 

49 Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, II, l, p. 34. 
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51 Q!!. Christian Doctrine, tI, 10, p. 43. 

52 On Christian Doctrine, III, 18-28, pp. 95-102. See also 
Augustine's Ennarrationes in Psa1ms, CXXVI. 
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53 On Christian DOC~ririe ~ III, 5, p. 84. 
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54 On Christian Doc~rine • l, 36, pp. 30-31. 
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On Christian Doctline, l, 36, p. 31. 
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56 On Christian Doctrine, II, 40, p. 75. -Augustlne's 
influence provided sanction for a11egorical readings of 
many' classical authors. For a study of the survival of the 
classics in the Middle Ages~ see J. Seznec, The Sqrviva1 of 
the fagan Gods, trans B. Se~sions {New York: Harper and Row, 
1961. 

57 On Christian Doctrine, II, 6 f p. 37. 

58 On Christian Doctrine, II, 6, p. 38. 

5'9 The Bible itself provided authority for th~s point of 
view. Il Ask now the beasts, and they shall teach thee: and 
'the fowls bf the air, and they shall teach thee. Il Job 12: 7. 

60 De Tribus diebus III~ in J.P. Migne, Patroloqiae, cursus 
, . çornPIe tus : series latina, 221 vols. (Paris: Migne, 1844-82), 

CLXXVI, 8l4B, he~eafter referred to ·as P.L. The translation 
19 taken from Chenu, Nature, Man,and SoëIety in the Twelfth 
Century, p. 117.. Until recently, this tract was considered 
to be the seventh book of Hugh of St. Victor's Didascalicon. 
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61 Rhythmus alter (P.L.~ CCX, 579A). The translation is \ 
taken from Chenu, p:-J17. 

62 E. Mâie~ ~ Gothie Image, transe D. Nussey from 3rd 
French ed. (1913; Rpt., New York: Harpér and Row, 1973), 
p. 33, su<]qests a date of the second century whi1e F. 
K1ingender, AnimaIs in Art and Thought to the End of the 
ïiddle Ages (London:~outledge and Kegan-paul, 197ïf,-p7 92 

. uqgests the fourth century. 

63 See Mâle, < p • 33. The Physiologus was apparen tly condemned 
as heretica~ in 469 A.O., but this did not seem to impede its 
diffusion. Evans, in Animal s~olism in Ecclesiastical 
Architecture, points out that,~erhaps-no book, except the 
Bi.ble, has ever been so widely diffused among so many people 
and for so many centuries a~ the Physiologus. 1I p. 62:... 

64 Enarràtiones in Psalms, Psalm 102; Nicene and Post-Nicene 
Fathers. First Series (New York:· Scribner's, 1908), VII, 
p. 497. '. . \'0 

Enarrationes, Psalm 102, VII"p. 497. 

) 
6 6 On Christian Doctrine, II, 16 and 29, pp. 50, 65. c "-
6 7 An ~xcellent summary of the -~a~~l and medieval ~,? 
encyclopedic tradition is i~~luded in Rudolf Wittkower's 
nMarvels of the -East", JOUFsa1 of the Warburg and Courtauld 
Institute, vol. 5 (1942), 59-197.--- ---. 

, 1 

68 Evans, in Anil S)'llIboHsm in ~~CleSiastical Architecture, 
gescribes Marbodius' De Lapidibüs\as an allegorical 
'inte~retat~on of minërals whlch refleots the same concerna 
as the Physiologus. See p. 38. 

69 For a full discussion of the bestiary, and a scholar1y 
\ edition of one of the most famous twelfth century bestiaries, 

see M.R. James, The Peterborough Psa1ter and Sestiary (London: 
Roxburghe Club, Ml) ~ A more accessible -vërsion of this 
bèfftiary is available in T.H. White, ed., The BestiafY (New 
York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1960). 
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70 P.L., CLXXXII,chap. iX,9l4-916. Bernard of Clairvaux, 
with his very heightened sense of the symbo1ic potentia1 of 
images, was a1most certain1y objecting ta the prevalence of­
f10ra and fauna and monstrosities as nature for naturels 
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sake, for satire, and for genera1 aesthetic appeal. This 
concern was not particular1y unique for the Sevent!'l Ecumenical 
Council in 787 had a1ready expressed concern about the fact­
that medieva1 artists were enjoying too much individua1 
·e~ress.ion in ecclesiastical art. 
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71 One i8 able to see aspects of this ten~ency in all early 
folklore and mytho1ogy. "Paul Radin' s The Trickster: ~ Study 
in American Indian Mythology (1956; Rpt., New York: Schocken 
Books, Inc., 1972). 

72 . 
:plato, The ~ Days of Socrates, ''Phaedd', transe Hugh 

Tredennick, (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1954), pp. 102-3. 
59E-6lB. ' 

73 William M. Carroll, Animal Conven 'ions in English 
Renais~ance Non-Re1igious Prose 1550-1600), (New York: 
Bookman Associates, 1954), p. 23 •. 

74 P .L. , 
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XL, 538. 

~5 "rietters of St. Basil", N.icene and Post-Nicene Fathers, ed. 
P. schaff. First Series (New York:-5cribner's Sons, 1908), 
IV, p. 229. ../' 

76 Greek tragedy often refers to the tragic protagonist's 
desire to fly from his doom. See William Arrows~ith's 
introduction to his translation of The Birds (New YOl;"k: 
New American Library, 1961), p. 8. This escape symbo1ism 
can be seen, for examp1e, in Euripides' Hyppolitus, 1. 732. 

77 Ovid, Metamorphoses, transe Mary Innes (Harmondsworth: 
Pengûin Books, 1955), XV, p. 339. Later on!ilhe soul is 
described by Pythagorus as "wi~ed", XV, p. 346. 
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78 P. G. Walsh, in The Romari" Novel: The Satyricon of 
Petronius and the Më'tamorphoses of APUleius (cambrIdge: 
Cambridge uni versi ty Press, 1970), refers to The Golden Ass 
as a novel. Walsh' s book is probably the finest li terary 
criticism available on The Golden ~. 

7tJf Apuleius, The Golden Ass, transe William Adlington (1566), 
ed.' Harry C. Schnurr (New York: Collier Books, 1962), 
chap. 47, p. 270. l.."" 
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80 See Carroll, Animal ·Conventions in English Renaissance 
Non-Reli~ious Prose (1550-1600), p.~l. Claude Lévi-Strauss, 
in Totenusm, transe R. Needham. (Paris, 1962; Rpt. Boston~ 
Beacon Press, 1963), argues generally against this kind of 
interpretation of animal imagery but he does not persuade me' 
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for 'the sake of distinguishing categories. 

81 The Golden ~, chap. 47, p. 264. 

82 It is interesting that' in the Odyssey when Circe returns 
Odysseus' men to human form, they are described as younger, 
fairer, and taller than before their transformation. See r-.. 
Odyssey, chap.X. ( , 

83 E .H. Haight, Apuleius ~ his Inffuence (New York: Longmans 
Green" 1~2 7), chap. 4. See also Walsh, pp. 228-231. 
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84 Henry R.. Fairclough, ~ of Nature Amon'g' ~ Greeks' ~ 
Romans (NeW. York: Cooper Sq~are Publishing, 1963), p. 54. 

\, 

85 See, for example, Homer's Odyssey, 19:524 for the tragic 
assoc!ations of the nightingale and Calypso' s garden birds 
and their funerea1 suggestions (5: 40~80)., Pliny (Natural 
History, x.xliii) points out" that the nightirigale often di.ed 
at the end of his song. James J. Wi helm in The Cruelest 
Month: sering, Nature ~ Love in Cl ssical and Medi.eval 
Lyrics (New Haven: Yale Uni~ersIty p. ess, 1965T offers a good 
synopsis of the "tragic" bird imagery "in classical poetry. See 
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particular1y pp. 39-43. Even in early Celtic and 01d 
Eng1ish poetry bird imagery" is introduced on a note of 
melancholy as the bird was characte~istièal1y associated with 
the soul and consequent1y, death. See P.~. Henry's 
discussion of The Seafarer in The Early EnglisÎl and Cel tic 
Lyric (New York: Béilmes and Noble, 1/966), pp. 133-151. 
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86 Ernest w. Ma~rit, The Birds of the Latin Poets (Stanford: 
'Stanford University Press, 1914);" 'P:-2. 

87"Iam veris comites", IV, 12, in The Complete Works of 
Horace, ed. C.J. Kraemer Jr., (New~rk: Random House, 1936), 
pp. 294-5. 

88 For example, Ovid, Fasti, IV, 1. 99; Virgil, Geo~~ics 
II:, Il. ,319-421 Propertius, Elegies Bk. III, 3,31-2; Catullus 68, 
"QuOcl mihi fortuna casuque oppressus acerbo", Il. 125-8. 
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89 See Harold Isbe1l, transe The Last Poets of Imperial Rome 
(Harmonds~orth: Penguin Books;:l971), p. 37. 

90 "Vigil of Venus" in Medieval sôrtg: ~ Antho1ogy of (ymns 
and Lyrics J trans. and ad. James J. Wilhelm, pp. 21-4 New 
York: E.P. Dutton and CO.,i Inc., 1971), Il. 1-3. l am 
indebted (to Wilhelm' s discussion of this poem in The, 
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91 11. '9-15. 
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96 11. 88-9. 

97 Wi1h:lm, The crue\est Month, p. 38, argues th~~ "the, "whole 
poem is ting~with dimly perceptible strains of 'discord; but 
these strains are not consciously expressed unti1 the po~t 
hears the fatefu1 cry of the swallow". 

.. 

98 William M. Carroll, Animal Conventions in Eng1ish R~na~s~ 
Non-Re1igious Prose (1550-1600) 1 p. 28. 

99 Theie are also two "tree fables", Judge~ 9: 8":'15 qnd IV 
Kings 14: 9. 
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100 -
Ezechiel17:23. 

101 DaIliel 4: 30. 

102 Daniel 4: 31. 

103 John I:29. 

! 
104 1 

Exodus 12:3-11. 

105 Apocalypse 5:6; ll: 12:11; 22:1. 

19/6 John I: 32. In pL1m 90:3-4 Gad is described in terms of 
a bird. / , 

107 ego Psa1m XI:1. 

10"8 Genesis 8: 8- 2. 
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109, Luke 2: 22-4. 
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11Q See Jospeh 'Campbell, The Masks of God: Occidental My tho­
~ (New York: Viking Press, 1964); P:-334. 

III Klingender/"-p. 182. 
\ 

112 Ovid, Metamorphoses, Bk. >rIT, p. 346. 

113 
\ 

Cantic~e of Canticles 1: 141 4: li 5:12. 
\ 

114 Cantic1es 5:2; 
• 

2 :-14"j 6:8. 
... 

1 , 
115 , 

Cantic1es 2 : 10-13. 

'~ 

116 Cantl.c1es 5 : 6-8. 

117 See D. W. Robertson Jr., "The Doctrine of Charity in 
Medieval Li1;.erary Gardens, fi Speculum, 26 (1951), 24-49"; 
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and Paul P~ehler, ~ Visionary Landscape: ~ Study in Medieval 
A11egory (!'10ntrea1: McGiII-Queen i s Uni versi ty Press, 1971) 1 

pp. 98-105. 

118 See, for axamp1e, Claude Lévi-Strauss' exp1anation fqr 
the presence of the ravèn in "trickster" myths. Il The 
,Structural Study of My th" in My th: ~ Symposiwn, ad. T. 
Sebeok (1955; Rpt., B1oQ~ington: Indiana University Press, 

-1965), 81-106. 
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CHAPTER II 

Chaucer and the Convention of/Birds as 
) 

Intellectual Signs 

The Convention of Birds as lntel:1,.ectual Signs: 

St. Paul provided "auctoritas Il for the sellliological con-

vention when he wrote, "For the invisible things of him from 

thfeation pf the world are clearly seen, being understood 

.____ by e things tha t are made." 1 In the wri t~ngs' of the 
~, 

'~tristic fathers the whole of creation was invested with 

mystical signlficance as i t was described and studied as a 

series of signs which allowed human minds to 'Pellcei ve divine 

truths. The bird, as one of the signs in this series, offered 

insight into the mysteries of Christianity é;Ln~ was, therefore, 

a mediator 'between the perfect world of God and the imperf,ect 

world of mankïnd. The bird already had a very distinguished 

reputation for carrying di vine messages to human ears; 

hawe~er; tl].e semiologieal convention ·provided a new sense in 
, , 

which the bird could reveal spiritual' truth to mankind. -~ 
. . 

Physio.logus, ~pparent1y antedating Ambrose and Augùstine, 
~ ~ '-:r; i-

had an immense influence on the whole of .the Mi.ddlê Ages~' 

Reaching baek to the pseudo-observations of piiny and adding 
1· 

moralizations and allegorizations to the description of blrds, 

animaIs, insects, ~eptiles, gems, and trees; it provided a 

framework' and perspecti 'Q'e which allowed ati of ~ature to 
\ 

reflect as~'through a glass darklyll a êiimension of instruction' 
'. ' 

1 
1 

/ ~ . 1 
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and insight for the alert Christian. Nature(wa~ not divorced 
1 

from the i~ortant facts of thought·, theology, and spirit; 
, ' 

it was poteritially an integrative area of s'tuJ!f which could 1 

mirror eternal ~ruths. 
l 

In many ways, the serniological tech- . 

.; ... nique employed in the Physiologus was an intellectual and 

rhetorial short-hand for the author and.his audience. And 
f 

clearly ~is was not an esoteric convention. '$ignificantly, 

. Origen, Ambrose, Jerome," Basil, Augustine, Hrabanus Maurus,' 

Isido;.e, and pseudo-H~gh of S;t.'Victor",~ t~ n~ only a few , , 
1 

used both the substance' a~d thE7 techni~ues of Physiologus 
• 

with far .. reaching and influential rësùlts. This i5 not an 
~ ,\ , 

unexpected influence because the senrl:'ological technique of 
,/ 1 

the Physiologus combines a sensè of ,the exoticl sQund 

Christian doctrine; \~teresting ,if $Om~what arbitrary Scrip­

tural authority for its interpretation;' Il similitudo between 

the mate;ia'l element and the sPir~i;ual ~eality'J, 3 \. sense of 

harrnony and purpo,se in all création; and authori ty for sorne 
1 

rhetorically; important metaphorica,l images. . , 
, 

It is significant that of the Ififty avian, repti,lian, 
--" 

- 1 

animal, vegetative,and laPida;ry''iiems chosen for their sernio'=­

logical import. fi.itee~ are birds 14 Listed' are in.erpr~ta­
tions for the caladrius, pelican, i owl, eagle, phoenix, hoopoe 

1 

ibis, part~idge, wlture, ostriah~ crow, turtle-dove, , 
1 • 

1 1 
swallow, dove, and heron. 'These entri<es were, picked up by 

Il , 

encyclopedists such as Isidore of seviile, Hrabanu~ Maurus, 
~ 

and pseudo-Hugh of St,. Victor, and were fi.nally ililcorporated 

, 1 

1 
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in to the larger encyclopedias of Bartho1omew Anglicus, 

of Cantimpré, and Vincent .de ~eauvais. Often they were also 

li ~_~~,\d ~~~~ of the tnCYClo.:edias again to form, enlarged and 

,~JJabor~i~ illustr~d. bestiaries. As a result or the 

_ ~x-tèna.ive .~\ ~uIaritY of the~e compendiums, bird and animal ~ , "-, 7 
image~y remained'an accepte~ staple of didactic art. oht-
side of their pèrvasive use as symbols of the virtues and 

vices,5 and as subjects of moral fa,bl~s, birds and animaIs . -

entered into the very influentiai handbooks written to help 

preachers construct thair sermons. Emile Mâle points out 

·how important Honorius of Autun' s twelfth céntury Speculum" 

ecclesiae was to medieval ecclesiastical art in that 
,-

62 

Honorius quoted extensively -from the bestiary and, therefore, 

provided inspiration for the cat;hedral a.tists. 6 Mâle, 
!J 

however, o~erstates his case when he insists that bestiary 

imagery in Church art is ~rived almost exclusively from 

Honorius' sermons. Francis Klingender cites nurnerous exam-

pIes of bestiary-inspi'red art where the source could not 

possibly be traced to Honorius, and he very convincingly 

shows how important both the Physiologus itself and the 

bestiaries were to the medieval artists.7' partic~larly inter-
.". ri 

- ! 

esting is Klingender's discussion'of a twelfth century . -

mosaic pave~nt_· in the Cathedral of Otranto where b.::stiary 

animaIs, monsters, fabulbus beasts, fauna, and scenes from 

the Old and New Tes'tament present an "imago Jllundi" sirnilar to 

that expounded in Maurus' De universo. S'a. 'This Bt~ia. '~auperurn 

" 

. Î 
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suggests a resum€ ~f twelfth century thought in which relig-

ious, secular, and pagan mot~s are juxtaposed and combined 
',-
.. ,'l ....... 

in a truly ~ncyclopedic fashion. 

The popularity and influence of the Physiologu~-inspired 

bestiaries is beyond questioQi simply the number of surviving 

manuscripts attests the demand for these moralized compendiums. 

In fact, the Physiologus and its' descendents are themselves 
Jj • 

an importan~ genre of l~terature in the Middle Ages. 

Each·item presented in the Physiologus i~ treated in a 

loosely standard format. It /characteristic~lly begins with 

a Scrif)tural reference, as, /for example: 

David says in Psalm 102, "Your youth will' be 
.-' renewed like the eagle~s/[Ps. 103:51. 9 

The text then attempts to explain the meaning of the "na tural" 

referenC'e: 

Physiologus says of the eagle 
grows old, his wings grow he avy , 
grow dim. What does he do then? 
a fountain and then flies ~pointo 
of the s~, and he burns'away his 
dimness of his eyes, and descends 
fountain and bathes himself three 
restored and made new ~gain.10 

that, whÉm he 
and his eyes 

He seeks out 
the atmosphere 
wings and the 
into the 
times and is 

Finally, after establishing,the validity and significance of 
~ 

othe Scriptural reference, the moral is spelled out to the 

reader: } ° 

Ther,efore, you also. i~. yo{~ave the.old 
clothing and the eyes of your heart have grown 
dim, .seek out the spiritual-fountain who is 
the Lord. ' "Œ'hey have forsaken me, ,the fountain 
of living water" - [Jer. 2 :13]. As you fîy into 

'1 
1 
1 
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the height of the sun of justice [Mal. 4:2], 
who ia Christ as the Apostle sa~s, he himself 
wiJ:l burn off your old clothing which is the , 
devil's.' Therefore, those two eIders in 
Daniel heard, "YQu have grown old in wicked 
days" [Dan.13:521. Be baptized in the ever­
lasting fountain, putting off the old man 
and his actions and putting on the new, you 
who have been created after the Iikeness of 
God [cf. Eph. 4:24] as the Apostle said. ll 

." 

This allegory and the natural refereI).ces rallieq .. to, support 

it would certainly be farniliar to all levels of rnedieval 

society: the vividly illuminated bestia+y manuscripts would 

be prepared for wealthy patrons; as amplificatory material 
~~ ~ 

for sermons, bestiary was demonstrably important;12 it is 

likely that the bestiary was employed in grammatical and 
, 1 

rhetorical training;l3 and the illustrations were popular 

enough to permeate cathedral art. The~e conditions, along 

with the Physiologus' meditative nature ahd its ability to 

explain Scriptural references, ensured a continuity of the 

64 

"t tradition into the Renaissance. When poets such as Oante and 
1 

Chaucer worked with this convention, their imagery expressed , . 

, a polysemous int"ellectual and Christian dimens:~h WO~d 

be familiar, yet challenging, to their educate . ces. 

One firrds an extremely effective ~arly rnedieval use of 

the semiological convention in the influential and farniliar 
'. 

"First Hymn" of Prudentius' Cathemerinon. 14 

" '1 

} 
"The Hyrnn at 

Cockcrow" compares the dawn and the cock which announces it 
" 

to the dawning of Christiani ty and 'the 1\ calI" of Jésus. 
~ _ ..... -., ..... 

l / '.... 15 
'~/ the s)?ring reverdie which, as we shall see later, is 

\ 
\ 

Like 

/ 
l, 
, ' 

1 
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transforrned into the Easter hymn ~o ,this aubade moves beyond 

the temporal sense of morning to an eternal spiritual and 

emotional awakening: 

The bird that announces the day 
tells us that daylight is comingi 
Christ wakens our sleeping spirits 
and like/the cock calls us to' life. 

The shrill voices of the birds perched 
just before dawn beneath the roof 
are a figure prepared for us 
of that Judge who will so'on calI us. 

The demons who roam in the night 
are struck with fear wh~n the cock crOWSi 
their happiness soon disappears 16 
and the y look f9r. a place to hide. 
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Sleep becomes the spiritual equivalent of paganism, ignorance, 

evil, sloth,and death, and the cock's cries waken mankind to 

Christiani ty, virtuous' action, and eternal life i the cOrpb,ined 

voices.' of the dawn birds suggest the calI of God to banish 

the ~rk~~~s. with t~ new light of 'the imminent apocalypse. 

Th~observab1e incongruity of 1inking Jesus with the barnyard 

fowl is ignored in favour of the literary tradition of the 
1 

Gospels: 
; 

Whëtt thi! bird meal'ls to us is seen 
in our Saviour's telling Peter 
that before the cock crowed, Peter 
would have denied the Lord three times. 

) .. - ,'" 
'1 Sin is do ne before the herald 

of daybreak announces the dawn 
that enlightens aIl of rnankind 
and swittl~ brings an end to sin. 

\ 
r 

'1 
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For that reason he who- denied 
l, 

three tim€ sç.ed tears for the evil 
that hi~ lip~spewed while his mind was 
without guilt and his heart was true.0 

After that he kept a close watch 
on his ton gue lest it slip again. 
When the cock crowed he became j u,st 
and from that day he n~ver sinned. 

For reasons such as these we know 
that it was at this same moment, 
when the cock was crowing loudly, 17 
that Christ returned to us from Hell. 

Prudentius does not simply use the cOck as a symbo1 of Jesus 

or Peter; the use of the bird sign becomes an opportunity 

to explore the connection between the l'owly coék and Jesus, 

and to -exp1ain the heral,ding of the Christian enlightment. 

The cock was not inc1uded in Physiologus, so Prudentius 

fo11ows the Physiologus formula ~d provides both an 

explanation and a Scriptural justification for the metaphor. 

An indication of Prudentius' success and influence can be 

observed when one examines the moralitas provided for the 

cock in the twelfth century bestiary edited and transla\ed 
__._._. 1 , 

by T. H. Whi te : (l' 
i 

- 1 

At his singing the frightened sailor lays 
aside his cares and the tempest often moderates, 
waking up from 1ast night's storm. At his 
crowing the devoted mind rises to prayer and· the 
priest begins- again to read his office. By 
testifying devotedly after the cockcrow Peter 
washed away the sin of the Church, which he had 
incurred by denying Christ before it crowed. 
It i~ by this s9ng that hope returns to the.sick, 
trouble is turned te advantage, the pain of wounds 
is relieved, thè burning of fever is lessened, 
faï th is res.:lt<H:'ed te the fa11en, Christ turns his 
face to the w~ ering or reforms the erring, 

" 
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1 

departs and negation is 

The Phoenix employ$ the semiological 

convention and offers an expanded version ?f the phoenix 

legend using Làctantius' De Àve Phoenice and Physiologus. 

Whereas Prudentius' "Hymn at Cockcrow" elevates dawn beyond 

the temporal, The Phoenix raises landscape onto a spiritual 

plane. The whole of the first section of the poem - a free 

adaptation and expansion of La~tantius' fourth century work 
J 

develops a description of an Earthly Paradise set high above 

the mountains-- and,although seasons still prevai1, there is 
, 

'only 'perpetua1 harmony, fertility,and peace. The poet is 
, 

obvi?us1y as interested in th~ ideal landscape as he is in 

the detai1ed description of the pho~nix itself: 

There is no foe in the land, nor weeping, nor 
woe, nor sign of grief, nor old age, nor sorrow, 
nor cruel death, nor loss of life', nor the coming 
of a hatefu1 thing, nor sin, nor strife, nor sad 
grief, nor the struggle of poverty, nor 1ack of 
wea1th, nor sorrow, nor sleep, no+ heavy i11ness, 
nor wintry storm, nor change of weather fie~ce 
under the heavens; nor does ha rd frost with chil1 
icic1es beat upon anyone. 19 

MOVl.!lg beyond LaG·tanti·u~f, then, the poet looks to Physiologus· 

with its Christian explanation of the 1egendary bird and he 

fuses the concepts of 

symbol • He reports tha t 

ful1y serving God, the phoenix 

where he manifests himse1f to the 
) 

off to a Syrian deser~ ~ prepare 

Paradise and the Christ 

faitl\-

to an east~rn land 

kingdom and then flies 

is renewal. After 

\ 

" . 

" " 

'1 
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building his own funeral pyre, he cremates himself to be 
Il 

reborn among the ashes as, an apple, a worm, and finally the 
"t ",' 

new phoenix. When he fully regains his shape and plumage,. he 

again mariifests himself to the races of birds and returns to 

the Earthly Paradi~e. Howevèr, contrary to th~ Physiologus, 

the poet does not make a clear separation, between the 

description of-the bird and the Christian signification; the 

whole poem is infused with Christian thought as weIl as 
, 

Christian semiology so that the' ~eader is aware throughout 

of the application. The phoenix is simultàneously an image 

of the Christian who, although he has been forced to leave ~ 

Eden, will again rettirn to a divine state through the puri-

fication ~f the fires of the apocalypse, and Jesus, who 

leaves Heaven to manifest Himself to His people, accepts 
/ 

death,and finally is resurrected and returns to His original 

home. Like the Physiologus, the Old English poem discovers 

evidence for, a complex of metaphysical truths in nature and 

elaborates the whole myth into a meditation which justifies 

and explains the Earthly Paradise through Christian bird 

imagery. Reinforci~g this fusion of redeemed landscape and 

Redeemer, the poet describes the phoenix as part of nature 

but nature purified of aIl artistiè de!ects. Without fail, 
- 20 . 
the phoenix notes the hours of the day at;d, If i t is not 

sluggish nor slothful,' dull nor torpid as sorne birds who wing 

\ their way slowly throug~ 

~d very alert, fair and 

\ 

the air 1 butt i t is speedy and swift 

winsome, and gloriously marked. ,,21 
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Its song, in fact, becomes the celestial music described by 

M b ' 22 acro ~us: 

The harmony of that song is sweeter and fairer 
than all music, and more pleasant than any melody. 
Neither trumpèts, nar horns, nor the sound of the 
harp, nor the voice of any man on earth, nor the 
peal of the organ, nor the sweetness of song, nor 
the' swan's plumage, nor any of the delights which 
Gad ha th devised ta gladden men in this dreary 
warld can equal that outpouring. 23 

The bird finally is described almost totally in termsbof' 

p~ecious metals, and the phoenix, the Earthly Paradise,and 

\ 
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sun are "jewels" and works of art created by the Divine Artist: 

The sign of the sun is renewed for him, when 
the light of the sky, brightest of je~~ls, the 
best of noble stars, shines up from the east over 
the sea. The b.ird is ever fair of 'hue, bright, 
with varied shades in front round the breast; 
green is its head behind, wondrously mingled, 
blended with,purple. Then the tail is beautifully 
divided, part brown,' part crimson, part artfully 
speckled with white spots. The wings are white at 
the tip and the neck green, downward and upward; 

, and the b~ak gleams like glass or a jewel; bright 
are its jaws, within and without. Strong is ~he 
quality of its eye and in hue like a stone, a 
bright gern, when by the craft of smiths it, is set 
in a golden vessel. About its neck like the rQund 
of the sun is the brightest of rings woven of 
fea thérs. 24 

The phoenix is in the.realm of nature but it is nature 
,1 

perfected and redeemed. The bird, therefore,-, becomes a 

"speculum" of the central mystery of the 'Christian church: 

the divine is incarnated in the sublunary world, but the 
./ 

divine remains irnmaculatè, and reflects the paradox of the 

human-divine, mortal-irnmortal Saviour of the Christian Church. 

\ 

• 
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A less complex but perhaps more pervasive use of the 

semiological convention can be seen in the use of the bird 
/-- ) 

as a syrnbol of the soule As pointed out earlier,25 there was 
,IV 

precedent ,and authority for this identification in both the 

Scriptures and the classics"yet one suspe~ts that it is an 

idea so pervasive in mythology that one need not account for 

it by diffusionist theories~ the bird seems to mediate 

between earth and heaven so it is generally assumed to,carry 

the ~ine sp~rk'~. '- Perhaps thé ~ost influential statement 

of this tradition co~es in the iCOnOgr~PhY and literaturr 

surrounding st. Francis' "Sermon,to the Birds". Althouq'h 

one finds accounts of birds greeting, listening to,and being 

blessed by saints prior to the twelfth cen~ury - it appears 

to have been a fairly extensive Cel tic tradition26 - St. 

Francis' extensive association with birds generally offered 

not only a deep sense of the supernatural qualities of birds 

but also a justification for,yiewing birds anthropomàrphically. 
, \, '. 27 

In the Fioretti - sligh~~y different accounts also ex~st -

St. Francis is described as addressing a multitude of birds 

as "little sisters" and he reminds them of God's generosity. 

He warns them of ingratitude and then, whe~ he blesses them, 
_~tl 

they fly away -,in sorne versions to divide into four groups 

to forrn a cross.' The wide popularity of the legend and the 

illustrations of the scene contributed a mystical Sénse of 

,affinity with the birds and because the scene accords neatly 
~ ~ 

with the description of the angel inviting{the birds to the 

( 
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~apocal}iptic "great supper of God" (Apocalypse 19:17), it 

strengthened the saint's reputation'as an angel and the birds' 

asJ

j1
ciation Wit~ souls and the redeerne~in Paradise. 28 

r However, wh~le there is authori ty in Apocalypse for 
---... 1 \ 

~ '(~~arding birds as the redeemed souls, the birds can also 

~~J represent souls which are damnéd: 

And after these things, l saw another arigel 
come down fro~ heaven, having great power~ and 
the earth was enlightened with his~ry. 

And he cried out with a strong voice, sayin 
Babylon the great is fallen, is fallen; and i 
become the habitation of devils, and the hold 
every unclean spirit and the hold of every un 
and hateful bird.29 

~ 
Obviousl~ there are certain souls which will be caught and 

"caged"30~the word is used in the King James tranplàtion.­

but these seern to be the ones who !orget or 105e thetr ability 

to fly at spiritual heights: 
-a... ___ -" 

For,among my people are found wicke~ rnen~that 
lie in wait as fowlers, setting snares and traps 
to catch mÈm. 

As a net is full of birds, so their houses 
are full of deceit: 3l . 

-", . 32 
B.G. Kooncel in an article' entitled "Satan the Fowler" and 

later in Chaucer and ~ Tradition of ~: Symbolisrn in The 

House of ~,33 develops this idea and relates it to Satan, 

the hunter, ensnaring bird souls. He shows that in Deguille­

ville's Pilgrimage ~ the Life of Man Satan ternpts souls to 

fall ~om their high estate wi I h the bait' of earthly gôodS: 

1 '/ 
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"Wi th nettys, l haue eke rny repayD'e 
ffor bryddes that ffleen eke in the hayre, 
ffor to make hem ff'alle adown 
ffrorn ther conternplacyoun . • . Il 34 

aMi-
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ignificantly, ,St. Jerome contrasts those birds who according 

to their nature fly above the earth and those who remain 

close to the earth an~ are caught in the lime of sin, 3,5 and 

in Ecc+esiasticus the symbolism is explici tly re!lated ,to one 

species of low-flying bird: 

• • • as the partridge is brQ~ght 
cage, and as the tge into the snarei 
the heart of the proud, and as a spy 
on the fa~l of his nefghbour. 36 

---
into the 

~a~ 
Koonce points out that the pa,Ftridge is "conv~ntionally 

related to cupidity, a fa ct explained partI y by his libidinous 

~raits and partly by~his small wings and consequent inability 
( . rc 

to' soar to any greal height. Il 37 Alan of LilJ,.e' and the 

fourteenth century Pierre Bersuire' both mention the' partridge 

as the bird most eas,ily snar~d by' the hunter Il' and both explain 

this by reference to the bird's~in~ility to free itself 

(from, the earthly sphere. 38 Clearly, part of the reason fo,r \ 

the fascination with birds in general de+ived,from man's 

awareness of the potential freedom from.earthly concerns that 

wings affo~d: the height achieved by the high-flying bir~s 

6ff~red a me"taphorical image of the freedom achieved by the 

__ contemplative, spiritual life; the plight of the partridge 

~r~ored the situation of those unwilling or unable to 

abandon cupidity. 

--------------._,-------~ 
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One could list many examples of semiological bird images 
-~ 

in mediev~l literature,39 but the peak of the convention was 

really achieved by Dante in The Divine Comedy. It is here 
/ 

that Chau~er probably recognized the tremendor~ potential of 

the convention, and one suspects that he knew he would be 
Q , 

hard pressed to duplicate the Florentine's ach·evement. 

Dante's use of:semiological imagery reaches beyond the 

Physiologus tradition and accepts birds as embod ~g 

classical and Christian allusion as weIl as scien ific and 

philosophical ideas. The eagle which appears peri dically 
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in The Di vine Comedy carries. wi th i t a profound and complex ' 

iconograPhica~gnificance. It appears first in "p rgatory'" 

IX : 
,1 

l dreamt l saw an eagle in mid-air, 
Plumed aIl in gOld, hovering on wings outspread, 
As though to make his swoop he poised him there. 

Meseemed me in the place whence Ganymede, 
up to thefhigh gods' halls was snatched one day, 
Leaving his cornrades aIl discomfited. 

l thought: Perhaps this eagle strikes his prey 
Always just here: hfs proud feeb would think shame 
Elsewhere to ,seize and carry it away. 

~ Then,- in my' dream, he wheeled awhile an<;t came f 

Down- like the lightning, terrible and. fast, 
And caùght me up into the sphere of flame, 

Where he and l burned in one furnace-blast1 
The visionary fire so seared me through, 40 
It broke rny sleep perforge, and the dream passed. 

Considering the traditional iconography of ,the eagle, one 
.. 

would suspect that St~ "John of the Apooalypse is invoked, 

- 1 
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'but when Dante awakens he learns that St. Lucia has carried 

. " . hl.m to the gates of Purgatory. La;te~, ~he significance of 

the eagle 1 s connection wi th "the sphere of flame" i5 made 

explici t, and we find that we have returned to the 

semiology of the Physiologus: 

When, Beatrice, intent upon the sun, 
Turned leftward~ and so stood and gazed beforei' 
No eagle e1er sa fixed his eyes theréon. 4l 

Dante has ?een_~o spiritually uplifted by his love for 

Beatrice that he too i6 given the eaglels faculty for ga~ing 

on the sun: 

And, as the second ray· doth everrnore / 
5trike from the first and dart back up again" 
Just as the peregrine wilL stoop ~d soar, 

\ . 
50 through my eyes her gesture,; pourirîg' in . , 

On my mind's eye, shaped mine; l stared wide-eyed 
On the sun's faJ', beyond the wont of'rnen. 42 . 

(> 

~ 

However, Dante's eagle is much more than this: it is Aquila, 

the constellation and the north wind, but' more importantly 

i t is the heraldic eÎnblem ,of the Roman emp~re both in i ts 
, ., 

negative and positive senses. At the end of "Purgatory", 

the Chariot of the Church, which is drawn by the G~phon and 

tied to the Il tree" of the cros-s, is éi.tt~tÇd by the eagle: 

. '. . l beheld the bird of Jove; " 

74 

Swoop on the tree, rending' the bark and scatte!rihg ,'<, 

AlI the new foliage and the flowers thereof; \," 
\ 

'wi th aIl his might he struek /a blow so shattering 
That the car staggered l'ike a storm-tossed ship 

--------Starboaid and larboard rolled by billows ' battering. 43 
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Next, a fox fruitlessly.attempts to ravagé the chariot, and 

then the eagle returna,~ 

••. once again, down on the 9,hariot's waist, 
From the same place l saw the eaqle dart 
And tave it plumed wi~h p1ume.s .. from his own breast; 

A~q. in the accents of a grieving heallt 
. A voice from heâven eried: .1',0 my little, keel, 
liow laden wi th cal ami ty thou art !" 4 4 

This masque which p~rtrays the history, o.f .the christia'n 'Church 
1 

is deri ved from the parable of the eagles and the vine' in 

Ezechiel XV!I, but Dante transforms c the eagle~. of Babylon and 
. , 

Egypt and the vine of Isra~l into the RO~ Empirels' first 

evil, then well-intentioned, assaults on the Church: th~ 

perseeutions by the heathen emparora and the 

but ill-advised munificence of Constantine'. Finally, howev 

the eagle is redeemed in the "Paradise" whan in the realm . . . 

of Jupiter the souls of the "just rulers"' fOrIn themselves 

into the wo~s "Love justice, ye that judge the earth, ,,45 
, 

~d finally into the shape of the eagle: 

50 flew aloft a thoûs~d lights, meseemed.; 
Moved by the Sun tha t kindles them, to less 
Or greater height mountinq in, order schemed. 

When 'each had found its place 'in qui,~ess~ 
There ! beheld ap eaqle's,neck,and crest 46 
Li~ed out in fi~e by aIl ~ese brightnesses; 

1 

;, 
The image has gone full cireIe, and the~Chu~cn has been 

1 t 

------- ------_ .. 
drawn on Old and New Testament s'emioloqy 1 astFonomical 

1 theories, the _ . .ghY-.SioAog:.us symbol is~-GJ.a&&iea.l-imaqes-ranndQ---· 
~ 
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heraldic emolems. It i5 difficul t to imagine any poet who 

would not' be awed by Dante' 5 aCh;ievementi however, when 

Chaucer adopts this ,bird image in \he House of Fame 'l he 

retains much of Dante's al.lusiveness yet rnakes it uniquely 

his own. ..' :,\, "" 
It will be useful to summari ze brie:fly our discussion of 

the semiological convent.ion of bird imagery: 

a. As it was generally~accbpted that cognition CQUld be 

media~ed through signs and that God could be known th';ough 
" ..., 
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HiS' creat~on, ..pirds j,n ge~e~âtl and species o! ~s in 

particular could be seen as c~icons w~ich offered insight into, 

the mysteries of the creation and the Creator. 

b. The' Physiologus with its al.l.eg~rioal in~erpretation o~ ~ 
.. ~ 1 1 

tne'natural habits of-animaIs and birds ~~ve wide currency 
... , l' 

to the semiol.ogical convention and seems to have encouraged 

patristic writers and medieval·preachers and artists not 'only __ • 1 

to employ Ble imagery but °to enl.arge its store. 
( '\" 

~ , .... -'1. ,.> 

c. Pre-Christian topics such aS the dawn-song or aubade" the 
)P. • 

di vine harrnony ot celestial mus~ 1 1 and the description of the 
~ , -. ~, 

Earth~~ !aradise" are' brousrht into line, w~tJi .... ~ristian "though,t 

thrqugh ~~ merging of semiological Christian imagery wi th 
\ ~ 

,the classlcal"themes. One sees this particularl~ in . . ' ,. ~ 

Prudentius~. ~Hymn at Cockcrow" and in the 8th century Old 
\ ~I 'l , 

~,' r 
English The Phoenix. . - . , 

, ~J 

• 7"'" 
_ u9 1 ~ J 

d. The old~r, ~~biic~ and c~assiq~l tradition ef viewing 

.. 
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the bird as a symbol of the soul is current throughout the 

medieval period, but i t becomes particularly influent!al in --~ ~ 

the legenë!s ~d iconography surrounding St. Francis. 
\ ---------~ 
Beyond "p 

this, a dis'Ùjlction is made· l;>etweeri those r bi~dS who fly high 

above earthly affairs and those Wh6, because of their, 
o 

l ' 

inability or W}willingness to escape the worldly sphere', are 

easily snared by' secular concerns or the devil .. 

---é': F,inally, j,n the eariy fourteenth century, Dante' s ~ 

J Di vine c;m~ 1::?rings the semiological con ven tion of bird 

imagery to its peak: in this poem, the eagle is used as ,an 
,/ 

important imag~ whicil combines, the Christian, the classical, 

the Physiologus, the politica+,and th~ scientific. Although 

the serniological convention is found, quite extensively in 

late medieval, ,poetry, Dante 1 s use of bird~ as intellectual 

sign~ stands aS'" the exemplar against which others should be 

eornpared. 

Chaucer and the Convention of ,Birds as '~ntel1ectual Signs: 

/ 
,Chaucer 1 S use of the serniological' conven tion has meri tèd 

.... 
a great deal of ex~ination in'the influential studies pf .. 

, , 
~cholars such as D.W. Robertson Jr., B.G. Koonce;" and Beryl 

47 ) l 'J 

Rowland. There is, on~ expects, no need to"persuade the . 
reader Ithat there are ';mportant and complex sYmbo1ic ,dimen-

1 
~ 

sions to Chaucer' s birds. And this sy~olic dimension ~hould 
\ 

not he thought 0t as primari?y 'or exel usi veiy theological. i 

\ :) 
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Chaucer' s birrimages are signs of philosophical deas, a~d / 

while they often have a specifie Christian applicat on, they 
• 1 

suggést, like Dante' s, broad metaphysical, , ePistemOlO~ __ ' cali 

and seientific questions. Unlike Dante, ho~er, châiic ,/ 
1 ! , , 

infuses an ironie dimension into his bird SYrnbOlism", per~a~s 

the logical extension of the contemplative vision, the \". 

"bird' s-eye view" which seems _so mueh a part of the,' medievaa. \\ 

fascination wi th the bird. As wri ters as, far apart as Lucan, , 

Macrobius, Boethius, Dante,- .and Boceaccio48 have reaognized, 

~e affairs of men when viewed from a higher vantage !point, 

seem petty and, perhaps, even c~xtical: 1 • 

1 

50 wi th my vision l wen~ traversing 
Th~ seven planets till this globe l saw, 

.... 

. ~
reat l smiled, i t seemed so poor a thing . 

H'ghly l rate~ that jùdgement that doth low , 
teem the world; llim do l deem upright 

"wh se thoughts are fixed on things of greater 
) 

49 
awe.~ 

As a result, Chaucer's use of birds as cognitive signs is, 
• C! 

at times, disarming. Nevertheless, i t is important to recog-

nize tlfat the comedy in thé bird images does not r~d~.Re the 
-', 

proftindity of the ideas they embody; rather, the humour·--
Cl 

refleets f.he hïgheJ;", panoramie perspective which allows the . -
poet to integrate -* contemporafY and his,,:-orical, thè 

classical and Biblical, an~ the theological, scientific,and 
- ..., -

philosophica'~ . 
• 1 

Before examining the very cornplex instances. 

of Chaucer' S \,lse of birds as in1tei),eetual s igns, however, 

it will be useful te glanee briefiy àt one e~?le of . the 

semio'logical bird image which tends te op,erate on a simpler 

L~, 

/ 'J 
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level. 

In the ~ of the Duchess, Chatrcer uses semiological 

bird imagery to suggest an ir:replaceable human lover: 

Trewly she was, to myn yE!, 
The §!ol.eyn fenix of Arabye; 
For .. ther li vyth never but oon. 50 
Ne swich as she ne knowe l noon. 

(B.D., Il. 981-4) 

, At first glance one would see this allusion as an aspect of 

the bestiaires d'amour tradition where birds and beasts of 
. 

l the bestiary are employed in 1 secular fin amour and 

"daliaunce". 51 Jtowever, 1i~e the Pearl-poet wh:o uses the -­

image to describe his pearl beyond priée (11. 429-32) and . 
Gower who descri~es his absent mistr~ss as a phoenix (Balade 

79 

xxxv), Chaucer, i t seems clear 1 in!;ends to suggest a spi'ri tuaI /' 

significance which woul~ accord with the .traditional Christian 

serniology. The Black Knight' s worship (1. l098) of Nature' s 

perfect creation (Il. 908-913) suggests the l09ical extreme 

of fin amour which, at least while Blanche was al~ve, led 

the knight to spiritual regeneration.' While it would be 
~, 

superficial to place Blanche in the same symbolic role as 

Beatrice, certainly the" fin amour tradition suggests the 
~r --- > 

ennobling of the lover through his contact with his idealized 

lady. This is not, however, a,,,characteristic use of bird 
1 

1 -. 
<J 

imagery for Chaucer-; even though he is dernonstrabl.y aware of 

the ennobling effects of love, Chaucer geems acutely sensitive 

te -the ambigui ties and problerns i17-vol ved in idealized 

devotion to sexual earthly love. 
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" / The ent of Foules would app~ar to be the most.. 
---f---

obvious 

logical 

emphas1zin 

to find a trâditional treatment of the semio-

bird imagery. The poem begins by 

spiritual love at the expense of the interests 
" 
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of 

of 

50 when Chaucer details an extensive list 

icipants in the debate, one -anticipates that the 

Chris~ian s~~nificance of the/birds will provide an idea~ 
through whi,ch the concept of love will be focussed. However, 
. , 

when we:actually examine the list we find little to~relate 

to the spiritual meditations of the Physiologus: 

/ 

There myghte men the roya'l egle fynde, 
That with his sharpe lok perseth the sonne, 
Arld othere egles of a lowere kynde, 
,b~ whiche tha t clerkes wel devyse conne. 
~her was the tiraunt with his fetheres.donne 
f\nd grey, l mene the goshauk, tha t doth pyne 
l'ra bryddes for his outrag~ous ra~ne. 

The gentyl faucoun, that with his feet distrayneth 
The kynges hahd; the hardy sperhauk eke, 
The quayles foo; the merlioun, tha~ payneth 
Hymself ful of te the larke for to seke; 
There was the douve with hire yën meke; 
Th~ jelous swan, ayens his detli that syngeth; 
Th~ oule ek, that of deth the bode bryngethj 

The crane, the geaunt, with his trompes soun; 
The thef, the choughj'and ek the janglynge pyei 
The skornynge jay; the eles foo, heroun;' 
The false lapwynge, fuI of trecheryei 1 

The stare, that t~e conseyl can bewrye; 
The tame ruddock, and the coward kyte; 
The kok, that orlage is of thorpes lytei 

The sparwe, Venus sone; the nyghtyngale, 
That clepeth forth the grene leves newei 
The swalwe, mqrtherere of the foules smale 
That maken hony of floures freshe of hewei 
The wedded turtil, wi th hire herte trewe; , 
The pekok, with his aungels fetherè~ bryghtei 
The fesamlt, skornere ,of the cok by nyghte; 

.. -

•• 

-----~--------------- " 

1 , 
1 
\ 
! , 
"j 

.$ 



, . , , , 

( 

o 

\, 

--~' 

, 
The waker goos; the cukkow evex ,1lIrlcynft~; 
The popynjay, fur of delicasyei ~ ... "'"'~ ~ 
The drake, stroyere of his owene ky~d~; 
The stork, the wrekere of avouterye( 
The hote cor.meraunt of glotertyei 
The raven wyS1 the cr9we wit vois of care; 
The throstil old; the frosty feldefare. 

( P • F ., 11. 330 - 6 4 ) -, 
l have included this long quotation 

\ 
,r two reason::; i in the .. 

fir~t place, one should notice that th! ca~~2ogue provides 
/, 

a contextual background for the poem through a characteriz-

ation for each species of bird, and,we note that in alrnost 

th d t 'l f t. d' t" d b t'- 52. every case e e aL s are rom ra L Lon ah es Lary; Ln 

t~e second place, the catalogue is designed to suggest the 

plenitude of the gathering arid more importa~y, the . ~, 
potential lack of harmony whicp. wil.l gradually replace the 

81 

ordered assembly which we v.iew at the beginning. Despi te 

Naturels four-tiered hierarchic~~ plan, ch~os breaks out both 

within and between the ranks, and this is to be expected 

after we have been acquainted wit~ the characteristics of the , 

speciesi we move from birds often à,ss ciated with Jesus, to 
\ 

birds beneficial to man, .~irds who àtt ck and ki~l other 
" . 

birds, birds which illustra~~ human birds which 
~ 

expose human sin, unnatural bird " and birds which embody 
1 

human sins. The catalogue immediately points up the unlike-

lihood of a harmonious "parlement" where "cQmmune profit" 
, ~ 

will be readily achieved. The birds associated with divine 

love in the 1?hysiologus and the bestiaries - for exarnple r,,"\../_ 

the eaqle, the peacock,and the dove - are not used to grqvide 
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\ 
\ 

a spiritual fào.ùâ for the peern; rather, the catalogue suggests 
\ - . 

the plenitude ot'\nature. Examining the poem in terms of' the 
" 

semiological conve~tion, we would expect that the eagles, so 

closely identified ~th Jesus. rebirth. an~ spid tual. heigllts 

- would~'be the exemplar~f ideal spiritual love, but, ironi­

cally, it is the eagles '~ho initiate the frustrating contest 
! 

for singu1ar profit. The eagles are obviously depicted as 

the highest and most noble of the birds but ne!..:ther the 
'"\ 

Physielogus nor the bestiaries offer any insight int~ their 

---------individual motives: the real 'problern of the aristocratie 

birds in this poe~ is their excessive self~con~ern - and 

this selfishness i9 heightened by their 1ack of concern for * 
~ r 

the formel" s feelings a~d eventually reflected in her lack of 

interest in the sui tors themselves. Even the turtle-dove, 

which in the Physiqlogus and bestiaries is variously 

interpreted as th~ ascetic, the preacher,and the Ho1y Spirit, 

does net provide an answer to the love question. His 

idealistlc statemen t, which sui ts his 1egendary monogamy, 

( initial.ly attracts our ~ympathY but. as the poem devel.ops, 

\ we reêôgnize that his th~is hard1y satisfies Nature's 

command to "engendrure": 

"Nay 1 God fo~bede a lovere shulde chaunge!" 
The turtle seyde 1 and wex for shame al red, 

"ThoUgh' that his lady everemore be straunge, 
Yit lat hym serve hire ever, til he be ded. 
Forsothe, l preyse nat the goses red, 
For 1 though she deyede ,. l wclde non other rnake; 
l wcl ben hires, til thél t the deth me take." 

(P.F. 11. 582-~ 
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The turtle-dove, in fact, unwi ttilil9ly exposes the futili ty, 

sterility, and frustrations involved in the fin amour 

83 
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debate. q~ course, the duck, goose, and' cuckoo come off even 

worse, an,d i t is interesting that none of these birds figure 

prominently in the Physiologus or the bestiaries. Both the 

cuckoo and the goose are mentioned in passiIi~ and the duck 

has his own entry in the twelfth cen~ury bestiary edited by 

T.H. 9White,53 but none of them are, moralized for good or 

bad. 54 Chaucer, in fact, has ~l.ready prepared us for the 

cuckoo and the duck: 

the cukkow every unkynde i 

The drake, str:oyere of his' owen~ kyndei • 
. (~. 11. 35~ 360) 

The to the goose as, "The waker goos" '(358) 

would hardly prep re us for the boorish - ~n t1üs context 

~dvice, "But s e wol love hym, lat hym love another!" , so it 

is necessary to follow it up with "Lo, here a parfit resoun 
1 

of a goo s ! Il ( Il. 56 7, 56'8) 55 For the mos t part,· then, 

Chaucer does not expect us to refer to the Phys'iologus 

Christian tradition. The poem does not require a knowledge 
,-;? 

"Si of the Christian symbolism attached to these birds - ,although, 
" , 

of COUJ.lSe, this syrnbolism q.oes pro,vide an ironie frÇlme or 
• 

context which 'heightens the aware~ess of the_ incongruity of 

their behaviour - because the poem works in terms of the bird 
)} 

ch~racteristics which are either spelled out in the ~atalogue 
~ r 

or identified through the context. The catalogue of birds 

• 

1 

• 
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is, therefo.re~more than a-rhetorica). \a.!l1bellishment: it 
\ ê-

rnakes concr:ete the plenitude of Nat.ure's parliament; it 

anticipates' the chaos of the ,debate by, identifying the les5 

than haJ;monious interests of the birds, and it cffers an 

'" index to the characteris'tics of the spe'akers in the ensuing-

drama. 

It is, however, tempting to view the parliament of birds 

as suggesting the assernbly of birds addressed by the angel 

in Apocalypse 19: l7 • This would provide a context for the 

birds as redeemed souls who understand the true nature of 

love and, as suggested earlier, this idéal image had widè 

currency not only through the Scriptures but also through , 

saint legends\ and p~rticularly visual rep.resentation of St. 

Francis preaching to the birds. Chaucer' s eagles, however, 

finally end up suggesting the negative image_of the'-bird as 

soul and are closer to the "unclean and, hateful birds" of 

56 ' Babylon the Great. ~ Through their self7see,king the'y have 

84 

turned the potential
c 

harmony,of heaven into the sterile chaos 

of hello 

However, beyond the tise of specifie bird semiology, it 
, 
" 

appears that the whole of ,the Parlement of Foules is, i tself,. 
\'1" 

,,~-

an inteilectual image. David Chamberlain, in a thought-
1 ( 

provoking and subtle article,57 demonstrates that the concept 
J" 1 

li ~-',.A ~ • 

of divine celestial music pervade's the poem, ani( that not only 

the musical references in the poem reinforce d1 -theme but 't ',. 

that the poem, i tself, is constructed a;COrding té medieval 
<:. 

" 
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/, 
ideas of...,...di. vine-ha-rmony. 

Chaucer's summary ?f "The Dream of Scipio" rèfers 

poin tedly té the concept of di vine music: 

And after shewede he hym the nyn~ speres, . 
And after that the melodye herde he . 
That cometh of thilke spe~es th:r;y~s thre, 
That welle is of musik and melodye . 
In this world here, and çause of armonye. 

", (P :F. ' 11. 59-63) 

This celestial music of the spheres is ideally refle-eted on 

. e~rth but i t is obV;iously ~ot a primary elernen t in the 

parliarnent of birds. The ~armonyeJl of the spheres' should/) 

nevertheless, govern the discordant voices in the debate as 

the "accordel! in human relationships is a reflection of 

cele~tial harrnony. Chamberlain convincingly argues that 

Chaucer constructs his poem according' to medieval pril?-ciples 

of n1usic - drawn for the most part. from ,BOethius' De musica 
/ , 

which were thought to ,mirror the harmony of the celestial 

spheres. Briefly, the poem is constructed in seven line 

stan'zas to reflect the seven tones of the ceIestiaI spheres, 

the seven kinds of music, and the knitting together of the 

85 

four elements of the body and the three faculties of the soul 

for the perfection of man. The ,rhyme scheme of ABAB~GC again 

suggests the accord of .Jbody and soul but, in addition, the 
~. Jo, .. 

rhyme, tlembodies the three principal consonances of instru­

mental music, the perfect fourth or diatessaron (4:3), the 

·perfect fifth or diapent (3:2)', and the octave or diapason 

(2: 1), whicll were also the p,rincipal ponsonances among the 
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spheres. In Chaucer' s stanza, the rel'ation of quatrain to 
"--.," 

te~cet.is diatessaron (4:3); the relation of rimes within 

the tercet (b~cl is' diapason (2: 1); and the relation of b' s 

te aIs and of b's to cls in the whole atanza (ababbcc) is 
~ 

diapente (3:2). The only other relationship tha±-e'an be 
, 

feund in the stanza is equality or unisonus (1:1) appearing 

in the a:b relation in the quatra'in (2: 2) 1 and th,e a: c 
" \ 
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\ . 
relation in the whole stanza (2:2), and it was conskdered the 

c -" 

best of aIl consonances by Augustine .,,58 'The metre also 

reflects the emphasis on ideal numbers as the lines of 

basically ten syllables each multlplied 'by·the seven lines 
~ .-' <e , 

norms each stanza at seventy which would reflect the knitting 

together of' the Empyrian tenth sphere wi t.p. the ide'al number 

of man which is seven. FjnallYI Chamberlain argues that the 

poem should: have seven hundred lines instead of six hundred 

and ninety-nine to'teflect that the poem itself is, like 

Affrycan, teading to the oute~st tent,h sphere of perfect 

accord. In order to find the additional line, he suggests 

" that the roundel at the "end is incomplete and that the three 

,line re"frain: 

"Now welcome, somer, wi th thy sonne softe, 
That hast this wintres wedres overshake, 
And driven away the "'"longe nyghtes blake:" 

. (~. Il. 680-682) 
') 

should be repeated in full three times. In tnis way' the poem 

would have an ideal number of stanzas (similar to Dante's 

one hundred can'tos in ~ Diviné Comedy) and seven hundred 

. " 

J"( 
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lines. Conside~ing that Macrobius i~ Commentary ~ the-Dream 
'''-., (' 

of Scipio suggests that learned men who irnitate the seven 

celestial tones in their songs have "gained for thémselves a 
't< 

return to the sky", 59' it seems }-ikel.y that Chaucer h,as 

followed Macrob~us' advice. 

-ehamberlain's conclusion that Chaucer is using the ,struc-

ture and therne of the P.,arlement of Foules to point the way 

to the Empyrean hea'[enly sphere is", l' think, correct. One 

miJht perhaps suggest., however, that the po~t. intentionally 

dropped one line of the roundel in order to suggest that 

nei ther the participants of the parliament / oor the poet/ 

dreamer have aqhièved the heaveril'y perspective: four eagles 

could not reach the" Il ac'cord" of rela tionships tha t would 

reflect cel~'s tial harmony, and the confused dream~r at the 

end of the poem has hardly had the sarne infusion of insignt 

joy 'as 
,. 

and h'as Dante at the end of ~ Divine Comedy. Chaucer 
... 

is searching for his accord with the divine principles of 

harmony, but he symbolically and literally denies that he 

has achieved it. The poet wishes to soar like the birds ;' 
\ 

"for a return to t~è skies", but he uses his bird poem as, an 
\ , 

intelleatual image of his failure a'1:: the saIl,le tirne that he 

dernQnstrates that he i6 familiar with the route: 
\ 

.. 

.. 

\ 

f ,,'t 

"!j,.' " 



' .. 

o 

88 

Chaucer' s golden eagle in th,e House of Fame has occasioned· . -- ----
a good deal oj; di,scussion but this interest has, in f,act, 

/ 

often tended to overshado~ the rest of what is a relati vely 
,,-~ " 

neglected poem. In this chapter, L will examine the éagle 
, , "" 

~s an intellectual image; in a later chapter l will attempt 
1 

to---.show how this feathered guide fits into ~the larger context 

of an introduction to a bird-deba te. 

Probably the rnost complete treatrnent of the eagle as ap 

iconographical image is found in B.G. Koonce' s Chaucer and 
f -

'" ,~ Tradition of ~: Symbolism in ~ House of ~~'60 

Koonce' s thesis is that the poem ia modelled on Dante 1 s 

The Divine ComedY and that the three parts lead the dreamer - . 
through a hell, purgatory, and heaven qf worldly fame. The 

1 , 

conc~pt of "faroe" espoused in the inte\rpr,etation is drawn 

,i .• from ,Boethius,' The Consolation of ,Philosoehy whe~e the concern _. 
:~',is for the contrast between earthly and heayenly fame and 

consequently the two kind~ of love caritas and cupiditas. 

Koonce' s explanation of the poem depends very heav:,ily on the _ 

US'e of patristic commen'taries and, while my interpretat~bri 

of the poem differs considerably" a nwnher of his ins~9'hts 

have added considerably to MY understanding of the poem. For 
't 

the most part, however, i t appea'rs - that at least when dealin<] 

wi th the eaglé ~ Koonce placeS-- unnecessary ernphasis on. l 
quotatiops from the Chur ch fathers1 the description and 

, 
moralization of the eag+e in the Physiologus and bestiary 'was 

'il 

.. a muoh more readily available source for the sarne information." 

'" 

" '. 
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More importan tly, however 1 Koonce-' s explanation of the eagle 

i8 uhnecessarily narrOWi Chaucer' s h_igh-f1yin~ guide is .j 
indebted to Dante in more ways than one,' and "myn ~gle"f 
beco~s a semiological image wt}ich "ince-rporates scient~ ic 
" , 

principles,o contemplative perspecti vel Christian iconog~ \Y_~ 

and,a very un-Dantesque broad humour. 
" 

Cha"Qcer's eag1e, like Dante's at the'end of flPurgat0I'Y)'" 

arrives whe'n th~ dreanler i~ ~<:<lbstate '6f des'pair, and he ~ 1 

carries the pOet to a higher 'stat'8 of knowledge.. The" dreamJr 
'- -

in the House .2!!!!!.!!. has witnessed' not only a concrete image -of the sterilîty and futility of the erotie love affair, but .i 
\ , 1/ 

he lS also in 'a quandary over t:Oe "trouthe n in the traditiona-l 
1 

stor;{ of Dido and Aeneas. Re1uetantly' adlnitting that. he 
~l ......... ]J_ 

... '.. 61 knows that Aeneas deserts Dido fOr a higher purpose, he 1a 1 

never~ess, JDOved by _ ~ interpteta tion whicp. views Aenea,s . 
~ . .' 

as a treacherous, faithless lover. 6,2 '!'he poet ia confronted 
, 
'1 

W'i th "conflicting .. auctori tas" ~d o.ne of the most ixilport.ant 

f~~J\ions of ~e e~~le-guide is~ t~ provide a 'bird' à-eye view 

of the relà:t'ivi ty of the "truth" of human aff·airs. 
\ 

'~ost Obv:iousl3( 1 the eagle is '4 pa~pable extension of 

Boethius' UA thO~9'ht1 may f1ee so hy~,/ .. Wyth fetheres. Qf 

.. 

~ 63 
'Ph;i.10sophye'/ To p4ssen everych elament,". T~e eagle, ~ot::ed 

'", 

- for its; h~gh f~i9ht, its apility "tp look directly at the sun, _ 
\) 1 ft n:JIjt"". '-. <:' 

and its ~pAcity to renew it:self, becomes an adm,irable guide'-'-
~ ;; d , j" , ) 

to lle~v~nly perspective and tn example~ '9f Chaucer' s \ tendency 
" . , . 

to move from àbstra'et· to concrete lI1f,!taphors •. It 'i8, .. ~... ~ ., 

• 

~~) 

.. < .. 
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.~- , , 
significant, also, -that Chaucer does not depend on 

~udience 1 S familiari ty wi th ~ Consolation of Philosophy but, 

rather, includes the pert~nent line in his poem. The poet, 

" however, does expect his listeners to have a knowledge of 
\ . 

the account of the eag~,e" in the' Physiologus and/or hestiary 

and this, as is clear from our earlier study of the currency 

of these texts, would not be an excessive expectation. If 

one refers 'to the Physiologus description of the eagle , 

chapter, 64, 
,.;;: 

quoted a t the beginning of this one" finds tha t we 

already have the ideas of the heavenly iÎight, the acute f. 
eyesight and contemplative perspeoti ve , the ablli ty to 9 ze 

) 

J 

," 

unflinchingly at the sun, and the sense of }mm0rtality through 
~ 

baptism'. Implicit is the suggestion' that the eagle is an 

image of Christ, a messenger' of GOd,65 and a syrnbol of divine 

graoe. The two :Eamil±ar motifs 'rniS,-sing are; Cl) the breaking 

\of the overgrown beak bn the rock of the Church ~ich 
66 1 

suggests humili ty~ and again renewal ,\f the eagle 1 s. youth, 

and (2) the identifioatio.n of the eagle with the evangelist 

St. John. The former does not seem to be ,pàrticularly 

pertinen t, 67 and as .for the latter, i t is high1y unlikely , 

that any medieval audience would have rnissed the extensive 
" 
use,o! the i~onographical SY~Ol of St. John as it appeared 

regularly in manuscript art, sermons,~architectural scu~pturef 

'and even the eagle lectern used for Churcl:i Gospei readings. 68 

6 Bu±: beyond the Christian significance of the bird irnagery l " 

the classical context of the poem and the pagan references 

., .... - ? ":.-'. 1~, -, .1 ":."--- , • 
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1 

to Ganyrnede, Ykarus, Daun Scipio, and Pheton move,the bird 
, 

into a more universal sphere. Christian iconography, folk-
, 

lore, and pagan motifs seem te merge easily in the irnâge of 

the eagle; and one S!uspects that this-, has' something to do 

with the fact that the poem is' not devoted exclusively to 

Christian themes but themes, more broadly, philosophical'. 
, 

Supporting this hypothesis' is the pervading humour of the 
t \ ' 1 

treatment of an eagle who, as we shall see later, is described 
. ~ 

as garrulous, pedantic, and likely more bird than angel in 

terms of bodi1y functions. 

, ~hafcer 1 s eagle is primarily a ,guide t~ a higher pe,rSpec--, 
ti ve on love, 4i~uth, anô fame, "and while the Christian 

iconographical traditions support this :i.1'lterpretation, l 

doubt thàt "Chaucer would wish to suggest a ·st.J:'ong identifi-

'cation o~ the eagle ~J~h St. John, ~ Christ, or"~~ang~li while 
1 

the bird is an ironie version of Dante's Virgil, Chaucer's 

eagle remàins ,!mmistakably a bird an<;i not a very 
\ 

depicted bird at that. He is an image of philosophy 

appropriated fromoLady ~Qilo~ophy' s speech and,o 

susceptible of a ligh,ter j:rea tment than would 

Christian sign. 

,\ 

However, if the reader Eedills Dante f s eag in "Pàraaise",1 

he remembers a polymorphous and polysemous si n which has 

impressed audiences from its conception te present. , .., - ~~:- . 

Although Chaucer' s eagle does not, as far can 'tell, have 
f 

heraldic s ignificance or a body made up 0 rulers, it 

j 

.1 

,1 

.- 1 
(~ 1 . . 

1 . , 
1 
, 

i 
• 1 



( l' 

C) 

'" 

\. 1 1 / /f, ----\J-;-<i ... ..:/. 
, , 1,1 

1 {". i 1 

! 1 .. 1 

h 
1,1 

t at' Ils 1 

)~ 

does have anothep levE?l of significa _J and one 
_-, 0 , / 

, \ 

closely allied to thilosOPhy in the M' ddle Ages. probalhy 1 

1 1 

in the Houde of 1 1 

I-'! 
69 Dan te"the ~agle '1 

1 
! 

working from allusions in 

~ is Aquilo, ,the N.o~th Wind, 70 and ]Ii~uila the consteJllati ~.' 1 ' , 

It shoul~ be remernbered that the dream is 9upposed ta -take 0 

71 place on Decernber lOth and that the eagle dwells wi th a~d 
---------, \ 

is the Inessenger;t o Jupl.ter. JOrn ,Leyerle' S convin~'iJ\lHg 
argument i'9 bes~q oted ta exp Ifin/éhauce r 1 s 0 allusion: 

, ~7 ' ..' ",' in pecernber, as the sun movés through i ts 
nnua1 P' th in the ecliptic 1 i t appro.aches close to 

A uila, ttie constellati9n of the eagle. • . . 
The - astronomical situation an 10 Decernber yields 

mo~ information. The sun,\ then is in the sign of 
sagittariU~hiCh is the nlght domicile of Jupiter, 
the most ben volent of the plan~ts, whose influence 
would be es cially strong after dark whep Chaucer 
had his. dre m. The reason why he chose the tenth 
can be inf rred from ,a point made in A Treatise on 
the ~strolëlbe; in section l of Part II Chaucer nOtes _ . \. ..... ' 

that the ,sun at rnid-day on 13 Decernber was in the 
first degree of ,the neitf sign, Capricorn, which i t 
had entered on 12 Decernberi occasionally the sun 
even reached the winter solstice a bit eârlier d,uring 
the la~t hours of Il December. Capricorn ï!§ the 
domici)l."e of the rnalevolent Saturn whose evil 
influence is to be avoided. A drearn on the night of 
Il - 12 December might thus take place as the sun 
was moving out of the beneficial j'lause of Sagi ttarius 
and into the less favourable one of Capricorn. 
Sagittarius was, among other things, the -house of 
dreams, tidings and travels sa that a dream àbout 
tidings that involved travels woula naturally be 
dated, if dated at aIl, when the sun was in that 
sign. COlllsequent1y Chau,cer took the nightj of 10 - 11 
December, the last one when the sun would ~inly 
stHl 'be in Sagi ttarius; • . ., the sun [would -bel 
approaching the eag,le as it l.eaves- Sagittarius and sa 
would be closest as it left the sign. In brief, the 
night of 10 - 11 December i5 taken because the sun is 
then closest to the eagle but still in the sign of 
Sagittarius, the night domicile of the benevolent 
Jupi ter. 72 " 

, J 
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Chaucer has theref~rè c~énced Wit~ Oante's description of 

the golden eagle, he has~ retained the elassieal allusions to 

93 

\ ?anyrnede and expanded'them t~ inelude Iearus, Oaedalus, 

Alexander,and Seipio, he Qas modified th~Christian symbolism 

but kept to the Physiologus signification, he has largely 

extended the astronomical and astrologi~1 levei of the image, 

" 

,. 
and most importantly 'he ,has added a level of coroie humour ' 

whieh is whally rnissing from The Di vine Comedy. Furtherrnore, - . . 
Chaucer has also trans_forrned the conte~ ~f t~f!! 0 image so that 

while Dânte r s rjourney leads to Paradise, "Gef't:rey 1 s" j o\;l~!ley 
• Î" 

ends when he is confro'nted with a bird-debate of IIlove-
~ . ~ 1 

tydynges". The sèmiological convention has gradually incl11ded 

elernents fram the .fable .convention and finally the poem mov:es 
\ 

toward bird-like debaters who will tell staries of love. 

, A close reading of the House of Fame demonstrates that 
" --

1'-, 

the bird image.."fY does not end wi th the descl;'iption of. the 
r 

eagle. Fame is~associate'd with "pies", 73 the poets in her 

temple ·are as plentiful as Il rokes nestes", 74 petitioners are 
"'"'" 7 5 • . 7'6 

compared to bees, storytellers are l.n a cage, and the 

goddess Fame, herself, is described as a monstrous creation 

with as mimy eyes as feathers on a bird77 and fe'at with 

partridge Wings. 78 ' AithOU~ it is generally prèsumed that 

Chau,cer has mistranslateà.V rgil' s "pernicibus alis" 79 we 
'1 

migh't feel' that this modification was deliberate 80 as Fame' s 
&. • ~ . 

/' -~~ 
general treatme~~n the poem suggests the low-flying' 

.partr~dge WhiCh~S to~ concerned with the earthly to fly ta 
;t 

l 

'" 

\ 

1 
1 
! 
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1 
! 
1 , 
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1 

the spirituâl life which is,represent~d by the eagle., In a 

l.ater chapter, the House of Rumeur will be examïned in more 

detail but it is worth noting at this ,point that the story-
~ 1;' '. l 

tellers who appear caught in the '''hous of twygges" seem to 

~eflect the situation of thè fallen birds,of Apocalypse 18 

f~hO live in Babylon the Great. 81 Their concern with the 
l 

~, 

affairs of'the world snares them tm Fame's sphere of influ-' 
~ 

e~e. It fa a mistake, however, to take this image too 
111 , 

seriously: the dreamer states that he is concerned with love-

tid1ngs, not farne,'and he can see that Eolus' clarions blow 
, , 

?ut "Lau,de" and "Skl,aundre:rwithout any reg'ard for truth. 

The whole of the House of ~ questions the reliability of 

Il auctori tas" as not on~"y the contemporary but also the 

classical storytellers are subject to the caprice of Fame. 

The poet's journey has not discouraged him from his quest for 

staries of lovei rather,'it has opened up a whole new range .. 
- ~ 

of'possibil~ties because his higher bi~d's-eye perspective 

'" has made him aware that there is no essential difference 

between ~e "~ruth:' of the classics and the "truth" of his 

contemporaries' stories. S&gnificantly, as the poem ends the 
• 

dreamer,· rather than avoiding these s~pect "tydynges", 
~­

.-----'----­
actively seeks them out: ~~~ 

---••• l alther~fas~st wente· 
Aboute, and dide al myn entente 
M~ for ta pleyen an~ for to lere, 
And eke a tydynge for to here, • (H. F. Il. 2131-2134). -----

Faced with the recognition that poetic truth 19 relâti?~, 'the 

" 
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1 
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drea:er regards this tact' not ~ limitation -on hi's craft bu-d 

, " 
1 
95 
l, , 

, 1 
rather an opport:unity ta expand his range of poetiOJrnateri~ls. 

" .L \ 
When seen in 'this light, contemporary stories of r'love-' , , 
tydynges" such as are found in The Canterbury Tales and were 

likely projected f?r the House ~ Fame' have as much Iegit~-. 

macy as those stories which the poet" f!nds :ln the clas~ics. 
, , 

As 0 the eagle points out. at the beginning of Book II, : 

.•• 'thou hast no tydynges 
Of Loves folk yf they be glade, , 
Ne of noght elles that Gad made: 
And noghtoonly fre fer contree 
That ther no tydynge corneth-to~thèe, 

. But of' thy verray neyghebôrès, 
That dùeIlen almost at thy dores, 
Thou herist nèyther that ne this; 
For when th~ labour doon al ys, 
And hast mad aIle thy rekenynges, 
In stede of reste and newe thynges, 
Thou goost hom to thy hous anoon1 
And, also domb as any steon, 
Thou sittest at another bOOK 
Tyl fully daswed ys thy look, 
And Iyvest thus as an he remy te 1 • 

(H.F. 11. 644-659) 

Chaucer employs perhaps even more cozgplex semiological 
\ 

bird imagery in the "Nun's Priest's Tale": here the allusions 

work on two levels as the traditional iconographical 

signif~cance of the'birds suggests a universal Christian 

',application as weIl as a specifie reference which relates to 

the Nun' s Priest hirnself and hip relations N'wi th the other 
'0;1 

Pil9;ms~ Although the latter allusion 16 dep~ndent on the 

serniolo ical convention, its effect finally belongs' to the 
, ) , 

fable iconvention so it will be diecussed in, the following 
1 

-----------_--.,'" " .' 
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A first reading of the tale impressé'$, the reader wi th i ts _ 
~. 

satirical elemen~s. AlthQugh it can easily stand'on its own 

as a delicihtful moçk;"heroic tr~gicomedy ~h.ich ridiculË!s _and 
l '. 

chiais some of the most import~nt i.ntellectual, artistic, and< 

.soci~l preoccupations of the late Middle Ages, few wou1d ' - t 

! ' ~ *' . , r 
disagr~e that this ,approach severely limits Chaucer's larger 

design. One 0 ~an sèe that while the Priest ha~ 9ucoess f,ully 
-q , 

told ?s "swiph thynq ~s may oure hertes g,lade li (''Pro109u~' of 
, , 

No.P.T'. 1. 2811), that there i9 great depth to'his version 
« !J\ 

'f 

of this normally rather simple fable: 
.( ",' . 

- . 
• ' '. • ye tha t holden t.\1is tale a fo1ye, 
As of a fox, or of a cok and hen, 
'l'aketh the morali te 1, ,goode men. . . . . 

o 

J 

- ' 

"J 'l'aketh the fruyt) "and .lat th~ chaf be sti1lé. 
(N.P.T. 'Il. 3438-3440 'and ,1. 3443) 

It must be remernbered that' in Christian' thought the 
, J 

irr~tiona:l world of the' animaIs can be seen as representati ve 
K ' -

of the htin)an condition after. man 1 s Fa1l 1;n Eden. 82 In, the 
1 \ • 

~N4 's Pri~St' ~ T~l.e· , , we' have nei ther the spiri tual aubade 

of ~rUdentJ.US t cock nor the redeemed landscape and celestial 

~m~sic of the Cld E~91tsh -The Phoenix. Manki~d has fallen 
• - 1 

from di. v,j.n~' <Jraé~ and instinpti ve 'understanding'- a%].d the ;. 

(, '. present st te of ~uman corrupt~on c~ b~ seen as a str1:Ît~ing 
, 

and' philosbp . zing amidst the dust and dung' of a: barnyard 
, ~ . 

1 
, , J 

whiQh, to its inhabitants', is i'ncongruously viewed as a , 
<, 

med.ieval manor. Beyond this, the animal imaqery is also 
la 
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employed according to the se~i6l0gicai convention wi th i ts 
l , 

\ 1 • ' 

signs dari'ved from the Bible, qestiaries, encyclope~Uas, 

patristic fathèrs, and iconography. The Nun's Priest, a 
li! . 

~ractising ,preacher, woul.d have:~ abundan~ experience in using 

animal imagery aSI a way of, prov~ding striking and interestotng 
. ~ 

exempla, concrete physical characters 'and situations, and 

physicfl.' natu~al symbols of spiritual, truth. 
" " 

The Christian level of the poem 1s most apfarent when the 

reader recogn4-z~s that he is confronted wi th a bird fable 50 
~ ,--~( 

integral.Iy cennected with themes of ternptation, faulty female 

.advicé, and thè question of free-will and determinism:_ 

My tale is of a cek 1 as ye mai heere, 
That tek his conseil of his':\~f, with sorwe, 
Ta walken in the yerd upon tha't; morwe 
That he hadde met that 'dreem that l yow to1.de. 
wommennes conseils been fuI of te coldei 
Wommannes conseil broughte us firet to wo, 
And made Adam fr Paradys to go, ' 
Ther as he was f l myrie and wel at ese. 

(N •• T. Il .. 3252-9) 

The "Nun ')$ Priest ~-s Ta e Il reflects a wo'rld which has fallen 

in the di1ne sche"me,: the fallan' 

,( 

from i ts . original p1.ac 

paradise is symboli zed by thé poor barnyard of the' old widow. 

As a consequence of C;haucer' s extensive development of 

paraIIe1.s between details in this fable and significant 

~ evt::et in hurnan, ~istOry, we, re'cognize that our pe.;spective on' 

the beasts is an approximation of God' s perspective on m~nkind. 
t 

Be ause man felll fram his' high est'ate, ". . God did will - , • 
that human progeny should begin life inuch as animaIs do, 

seeing that their first parents had been Iowered' tQ the level 

'J 

.' 1'1 ' 
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of be?-sts . . .",83 and we are le-ft wi th characters such as 

Chauntecleer, . Pertèlote, and Daun Russell- to re-enact their 
~ 

tragicomic b'~rnyard episode as a contemporary counterpart: to 

- the original Fall in Eqen. The bird fable convention here 
... " 

provides a higher perspective on hurnan experience as i t 
, 1 

serves somewhat the same function as the celestial flight in 
; , 

the talons of 'the eagle. 

. 
) 

(A universal sense of histQry,is suggested by the extensive 

classical 9nd SCb'iptural allusions; the stage is éareful~..y J 
~ 

set with references'to Genesis - "In principio" (N.P.T." 1., 
, l ' , 

- , 

3163) the adventur~ i,s dated just after" l,' the month in 

which the world bigan,/ That highte March, whan Gad· first 

, " 'maked mëm," (N.P.T. - 1L 3187 .. 8); the temptation ia phrased 
, 

as \"La,t se, konne ye, youre fader countrefete?" eN .P.T. 10 

3321) ; and Chaunteclè'er' s' fal1 . or near ~a11,' 'is, like Adam' s, 
" ~ ,,' \ -

a fall thr0!l9lJ. pride a,pd uxo.;riousness .. ·-/In both cases the 

tempt\ation 1à té forget ins~inctive ~bedience and supernatural 

warning - in Adam' s ëase' he-' was created to instinctively 
, ... ___ , r 

follow the gOOd84 and he was warnec;l by God çf the evil of 

disobes:tiencè, and l-n Chauntecleer' S situation, he"instinc­

t!vely knows"" to run frôm the foxas and has been super­

nàtura~ly warned .by his dre~ -- but- they i9'no~e or forget 
./ 

'i~st:inc~ and caut±on 'wheq. the- tempter appea1s to' the original 

sin of pr~de 0- .. Just as,' the 'forbidde~ ~no(.rl~dge Qf tfe '--tree of 

,knowledge of good and e,vi'l _le~ds ~an ~o h:Ls dêgrad,!i,on, so' 

thr incongruous erudition paraded so'~sten~j.ousl~ in the 
, , , " ...... f.-<'- . . 
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"Nun f S Priest' s Tale" is shown \ to 'be a vacuous disp~ay of l' , 
affectation which:actually interf~res with the proper, know-

, "\...... ' 

ledge 'deri ved through instinct. The contrast betW'een, 
\ ' 

Perteloters seemingly intellig~nt but potentially d~adly 
8 . . 

advice,. 6 and Ghauntecleer' s strong argument based dn a 
, 

, \ . 
lengthy 1ist of' authori ties, is 'not jl,udged in tarms of the 

merits of each presentation; ~he lengthy debate finally is 

decided when the cock adroits, "1 n~ .. telle 'of laxatyves no 

stoor, / FQr they been venymou~, I W'oot i t wéel;" (N. P. '1'. 11. 
, . 

. 3154-5 ). Chauntecleer f s "fall il has only a superfici~l connec-

><' 1 

tion with'ratip~a~ 'thought; it is Chauntecleer's lust' for 
, 0 . 

B, • 

Pertelote that so ~nv~qorates him that he finally states: 
r 

'1 am so ful of joy and of selas," 
That l diffye bothe 'sweven and dreem. 

(N.P.T~ 11. 3170-1) , 

Chauntecleer is the servant of Venus (N.P.T. 11. and 

his lust, specified as "Moore for delit than world to\ ' 

mul tiplye," (N. P. T. 1.. 3345) is, on the human level, Je of 
, . 87 ' ' 

the, result.s of the original Fall. However" in this' e-

enactment of the original sin in Eden, it is not reall \ 

Pertelote J s advice 88 wh!ch convinces Chauntecleér to "<t'a1l" 
", 

,and "f1ey' do~fro the beem" (N.P.T. 1. 3172) 1 it, i5, r*the~, ' 

his attraition to his' wife, 89 hi~ 'çc>rn (N.P.T. 1. 3175) and 

~is' own 'glory which leads to his foolhardin~ss. "Mu1ier' 
,< 

m ho!l'!.nis confusio" (N. P. T. 1. 31S4) is a familiar medieval· 
- ' 

sentiment and one ~irectly linked to ."original sin", -but. 
1 1:.1 --" 

Chauntecleer' s perhaps ic;:rnorant 'mi~.translation into "womman 
1 ... 

Il j , 
J 
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is mannes joye and al his b1is" (N.P.T. '1. 3166) suggests a 

fai1ing of know1edge and an ironie contradiction of the 

sentiment: sinee he is his owrr "confusion. Chauntecleer' s, , , 

most important weakness is best reveaied in a comparison 

derived from the bestiaries: 

• • • Chaun tecleer sa free ; . 
500ng murièr than the mermayde in . the 
For Phisiologus seith sikerly 
How that they syngen we1 and ~y~ily. 

(N.P.T. 11. 326'9-72)-

see; 

\ 

The description of the mermaid or sirEm90 in. the Physiologus 

adds conside:t:able depth and subtlety ~o' Qhauntecle~r' si 

chat'acterizati?n~, >' 

1../ 
, . 

• • . the sirens . • • are deadly animals 
li ving 1'n the sea which crY out wi th odd voices, 
for . the half of thern down ta the'ftavel, bears ' 
the fi9'llr~ of a man, wone the othe,r hal f' is 
tl}at of a;' bird. ',They sinq- a ,Most pleasing song 
s'o tha t ..throuql:l th~ sweetness of the vq!,-ce they- -
ch,arm the hearing of men sàiling far away anÇl 
draw ~hem ta themselves. By the great sweetness 
of their ,extended song thay charm the' ears and 
senses of the sailors and put them to sleép. 
Whe,n they see the men lulled by most heavy, 91 
sleeg, they attack them and tear thern to pieces .• 

The bestiary - also ,referr~d to as "Physiologus Jl as a geI\,eric 
1 

f~scriP~ion - takes a further moralizing attitude to this 
~, , 

monster: \'--~' \, ,'e...,j# 

, '4 _, \ , 

That's the way in whieh i9~ora~t<\and 
ineautious h~ beings qat tricked ,by pretty 
voiees 1 -when they are charxned by indelic:aeies, 
ostentations and "plê~sures, • . . They ,lose , 
their whole men,ta1 vigour, as, if in a 'deep sleep, 
and suddenly the reaving pounèe of thè Enemy is , 
upon them. 9.2 
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To re'i~force the "Mtllier ~lilIt .homin.'is Qdn,fus'io'; 'theme',' the :': 
, f .\ \ " " • • , ~. ,.. 

Priest coul'd h~ve ·referred ta" Pei:te1ote a~ 'a 'metmaj,êJ: b'ut ;', ",' 
• " - l , .J " "l 

\ ::/) ~ 

instead ,h~' attribu'~e~ ~he'se qua~it.i-es 'to chaUn~~cl~e):' hi~'~~~.;,', -, 

The 'cock is qis own' tentptation' 'and "'cortf~~~<;'<which : .. 1.11 :~~~~'~; ". ' 
<1 f 1 ( '_, ~,~", 1 ., 1 ~ -\ \ r, ': ",' 1 \'" ,: 

him' t~ peril. It is ,bis own "prètt:y',.v~ice,h - his'f~se,ina~9n '{; "y 
" , 

with debate 1 rhetoric, ~d "his voys •• -: .: tnurier, '~an çhe 
J ,~ -, ~ , 

murie orgon" ,(N.P~T. 1. 2851) -,as well. as'h'is',lic~~tio'i'sne~s, 

that 1ead him to momentarily 

his e.yes (as if' in' : sleep) ,93 

10se his ment$ll vi.90,,~r, cl~se:. 
, . ~,' ...-

ana en'ab~e thé: ,ep.~tny· to pounèe,-, ,-.. -:--' 
, , , 

upon him. Sil\ti1arly" chauri:tecleer".is a, ,monster in much the' ' ' 

same way a~, is -the mermai~:' the Q~~~' iJ(~~' 'CO~k but, ~e 'birdl ' 
, " , f i/ \' " 

human d~ubl:e 'pe;rspective- s~gcj-est~'>,~ '~n'~trC?u~ mergitig df 
~l \", , • r, ~ 

distinct speciés. -, Just as Adam, and Eve try" té> . bècome gods, 
, ~ "..' - '\ (J " ' 

so Cha~tepl.eer and Pertel:O~~ .~re aspil:"i~g, to the' ~~~ level: 

in both oases- there is, a distortion of the -divine ltierarcn.",:, 
"- l - , 

ieal p;l.an. 94 'F.inal.iy , when our 'bifd-:,Ad~ does tal1,_ the' 

~traditiorial' and Véry pqp,U1a~"&S~ri1?ti~n 'of ,the bainyar~ 
-

chase suggests, the moral ":'~haos fOliow1.ng'".thé 'Fall of Man: 
. . 

1 They yolleden, as feendes ,·-Çloon . i'n hellé i . 
• !~( •• \ 1 ~1 -~'~'-~.-.-_(' ... '\ ... 

. It, seemed as that' h~vene:l~h:èq.de ·"t;a1le. , ... _' 
~ ,(N.P.'!'. ..111. ,3,3Sg,,'and 3401,) 

-! ' .' 1 :- ,.. : • ,~' : 1. ~ , --, }-' ~ , 

'l' • _, 

ReinfQrcing, the, i~age _o~, oonfus-io~ i.~"an :a'lip.sion:,to a oo~-
.-. " ,- J," ;,1 ~ _ ~ • , 1 ~ • _'..... ~ .. 

të~por~ry l' fall" .fr~m _gr'ace ~h,i,oh':, ad4lii'\:~"'eW s~~i.~T~c~Ç~ ,:t;ti.,.-
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FIGURE ONE. ~ Ormsby Psalter. Reproduced in D.W',_~?be,rtson, \Jr." _ 

A Preface -to Chaucer (Prince ton: Princeton Uni versi ty Press, 1962.), - - .' 

plate 78. ' 
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Jakke Strawe and his·meynee 
Ne made nevere shoutes half 50 shrille, 
Whan that they wolden any Flemyng kill'e,. 

(N.P.T. Il. 3394-6) 

The Peasant RevoIt which concerned so many of Chaucer's class 
\ .::' 

was certainly vj.r,~ed as an (lttack on the di vine "Chain of 

Being ll th'at held "medieval society together. 96 The pride of 
~ . 

Chauntecleer 1 the a't:tempted usurping' of man' s place by 

Pertelote and Eve, the temptatio.rY"by the 'fox and serpent," and 
" 

Cha~tecleer's and Adamls attempt to aspi~e to the heights , 
, 

of their fathers ,- aIL provide' the elementsfor a,synthesizing 

exemplum of tirneless and universal pride and fall. 

-There can be li ttle doubt concerning Daun Russell' s role ' 

in the allegory: 

His coloul was bitwixe yelow and reed, 
And tipped'was his tayl and bothe his eeris 
With blak, unlyk the remenant of his h~eris; 
His snowte smal, ~ith glowynge eyen tweye. 

(N.P.T. Il. 2902 5) 
( 

The fox is a barnyard representative oft, . e tempting serpent 

or devil who nadmits that" "I were worse tha a feend,1 If l 
" 

to yow wolde harm or vileynye!" (N.P.T. Il. 286-7), and he 

tempts Chauntecleer with the words, "konne ye' oure fader 

countrefete?" (N.P".T. 1. 3321). If these diabo ical: , 

associations are not con~incing enough, we need 0 ly turn to , , 

the Phys101ogus where the fox's craftiness and dece't is 

desc:iTibed and thèn moralized:, 

The fox 15 ah entirely deceitful animal who plays 
tricks. If he is hungry and finds nothing to eat, 
he seeks o\Jt ~ rubbish ,pit where there is red earth 

-. , 
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1 
,and rolls in r l t so that he appears bloodied aIl 
over; he thén throws himself down and rolls over 
as though dead. Then, thro~ing himself on his 

"back, he stares upwards 1 draws i'n his breath, 
and thoroughly bloats himself up. Now the birds, 
thinking the fox dead, 'descend upon him to devour 
him. But he stretches\'out and seizes them, and 
the birds themselves dIe a miserable death. 

The fox is a figure of the devil. TÔ those 
who live according to the flesh he pretends to 
be dead.91 

/ 

...,Y"'~ 

Cosrnic significance i9 added to the fQ-x 1 s entrance into the 
.' 

barnyard world ~hen it is auggested that the whole episode 
.. 

is "By heigh yrnaginacioun forncast," eN. P. T. L - 3217) and 

Bradwardine and Boe~~s are invoked. The qUesti~n of 
,II <, 

whether God' s foreknowledge of Original Sin rernoved' freé 

104 

will 'tfrorn Adam and Eve aroused considerable, interest for the 

medieval philosopher,98 and a new dimension is added to the 

free will an1 deter.minisrn therne w~en the action is transported 

in to the second Eden context of the "Nun 1 s Priest 1 s Tale". 

"in this poern, the argument i8 phrased in terms of a barnyard 
1 
squabble, and we recognize that jU8t as God's gif~s of nature 

l '-

and grace to Adam should have kept him free frorti"'temptation 

so Chauntecleer's supernatural prophetié drearn and natural 
r " 

instinct should have kept hirn out of the'mouth of the fox. 

B~yond this, though, we must aiso recognize that a fo~ 

atta~ki~g a cock i~ a normal ~(~e post-lapsarian 

natural cYCle99. and Ad"!l\ an(~. fhîJs ultima1;ely an 

inteqral part of' God's divine Pl~ The paralle~inq of 

the two "events - a$ absufd as the compar,ison initiaIIy appears'-
/ ' : 

finally provides an ~mportant sense of perspective on both ~ i 
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incidents •. Our higher "bird' seye" perspective on Chaunte-
( • .1.. 

c~eer and Pertelote, we , ' { 
~ , 

perspective on mank,ind. 

expe~t, parallels God's higher 

} 
J 

But on another level, Chaucer presents ~is ~ernptatior. 
, 

again, this time,in terms of th~ second Adam, Christ. Whi1e 

this level of the tale is not Qeveloped to the same extent' .. o 

as the ~den par~{lel, it should be discussed ~riefly because 

of the allusions to the fox as the "newe Scariot", (N.P.T. 
" 

1. 3227), the cock's near tragedy oh Friday, the ternptation 

"konne ye"youre fader countrfete?" (N.'P.T. ).. 3321)., the Ne~ 

Testament connection of Jesus, Peter -and the cock, pruden­

tius' s influential "Hyrnn at Cockcrow", and iconàgraphical 

and bestiary evidence~ which links the cock .twi th Christ. 
(-

/ 

As pointed q~t earlier in this chapterlOl both !'The Hyrnn 

at Cockcrow" and the bestiary giive wholly posi.tive descrip-

/' 
tions of the cook ~d conclud~ with rnoralizations identifying 

Christ' wi th the cock~' To .~.scertain tha t this fi1ura wes still 

,current in the fourteenth century one need only examine one 

of the most famous paintings i the ~\Riches Heures de ~, 
"", ~ 

~ de Berry. This'illuminati n (Figure two, p. 106) . , 
illust~ates the text: 

Again the devil took 
mountain and shewed hirn 
world and the glory of t 

, And said to him: AlI 
if falling down thou wil 

im up in te a v~ry high" 
Il the kingdoms of the 
em, 
ese will l give thee, 
adore me. 102 

This scene,· the third temptation, of the second Adam, iChrist, 

is dominated by the Duc de Berry's c~ateau and in the ~~ckground 
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FIGURE TWO "The T'-emptation of Christ". Très" Riches Heures de Jean 
=::...:::~ - --

~ de~. Reproduced in Jean Longnon, ed. 

~ Très Riches _Heu.res de- Jean, ~ ~ Berry, trans. . , 
V. Benedict, (New York: Geo. Braziller, 196"9) plate 121. 
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1 " '-
l 

~we see a golden robed Jesus standing on a'"steep mountain while 
, ' 

a black, horned, and wèb-winged devil hovers by his side. In 

the foreground on a tall tower of the chat~au stands a weather­

cock a1se in gold, which, because of medieval perspective, 

seems beside and at the same level as ,Jesus. The cock, in this 

,instance, seems directly relat~d to the temptati~n visually; 

moreover, 'symbolically he is connected to Peter's temptation 

(M~tt. 26:69-15), and Jesus as the herald of dawn, new life, 

and perhap's even a redeemed earthly p~radise. 

Another temptation of'Christ which might be pertinent to , 
1 

the imagery in the "Nun' s Priest' s Tale" i-s the d~scription 

~f Jesus taunted while on the cross: 

thou that destroyest the temple of-God and 
in three days dost rebuild ~t: save thy own self . 
If ~ou be the'Son of God,' come down from the cross.10 3 

d 

Again the temptation' is' seen-- as a de,scent from above - this 

time from the cross rather than the mountain - and if we 

recall our tale 'of the cock and the fox, we recall thît ~ 
/, 

[' 1 
ChaUntecleer' s peril is directly connected with his de1cision 

to "fley do.un fro the beem" (N.P .T. 1. 3172). Like Christ' s, 

Chauntec1~er's tragedy oceurs on à Friday, and although eâch 

encounters near-death, both'stories end accord~g to the 

Knight's rnediev~l definition of comedy: 

As when a man hath been in povre estaat, 
And clymbeth up and wexeth ~artunat, 
And there abideth in prosperi tee'. 

(Prologue of N.P.T. Il. 2775-7~ 

Jesus descends ta hell to Jree the souls of the ancients and 
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\ .. 
\, 
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triumphantly ascends to sit at the right~band side of God, 

whereas Chaun~ecleer "falls into what, might he considered the 
. 

traditional hell mouth and then, outwitting the" fox, escapes, 

"And heigh upon a tree he fleigh anon~" (N. P. T: 1. 3417). 

Figure three (p. 109) from ~ Hours of Catherine of Cleves 

quite accurately illustrate~ tw~ dim~nsions of chaunteclee~~s~-
, 

plight: a bestial hell-mouth dominates the page and, in the 

lower border, a fowler limes branches in( order"~b/ snare birds 

for his cages. Chauntecleer's worl~ly appetites and his 

inability té fly at higher altitudes have placed hi~ ~bOth 
physical and spiritual danger. 

The semiological convention of bird imagery - lik~ alle- ) 

gory in a more general sènse - allows the' artist to suggest 

• the uni versal behind the particular; the eternal wi,thin the 

temporal; the serious underneath the humourous; and the 

sacred within the profane. When considered in careful analysis, 

the~Priest's tale of Chauntecleer and,Pertelote provides a 

profound insig~t into the nature of art in the Middle Ages. 
, - . 

The Host'asks that the Priest: 

'~j. 

Telle us swich thyng.as maY'oure hertes glade 
(Prologue of N.P.T. 1. 2811) 

and the Priest replies: 
./ 

Cl 

'IBut l be myrie,- ywis l wol be blamed." 

} 
{ 

(Prologue of N.P.T. 1. 2817) 

The tale is a very fine piece of entertainmerit for the -
pilgrims but one which may make "oure hertes glade" wi th 

/ 
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FIGURE THREE :,0 The Hours of Catherine of Cleves. Monday Hours of the ~,' ~ 
Dead -Compline. "The Releasé of Souls from the Mouth 
of Hell". Notice the scene in the lower border where 
bird imagery 18 used to' illu8trate the capture of souls. 

. t 
Reproduced in Tq'e Hours of Catherine of Cleves, ed. 
J.ohn Plummer (New York: Geo. Braziller:- 1964) plate 48. , 
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dimensions which move beyond the ~urely entertaini?g~, The 

narrator's admonition which c~ncludes his tale reinforoes 

the 
.\ 

e poem provided in this paper: 

7i 
ye that hold~n this tale a folye, 

As of a fox, or of a. c.J3k and hen, 
\Taketh the moralite, goode men. 
For seint Paul seith that aIl that writen is, 
to o~e,ftoctrine it is ywrite, ywiSi 
Taketh the fruyt, and lat the chaff be stille. 

iN.P.T. 11.3'438-43) 

'. 
110 

The convention of birds as intell~ctual s~gns allowed its 

audience to see the "light Il of Christiàn uni versaIs through 
\ 

" Il dark" but concretely realized particular birds figures. The .... 
sémiological bird images' in the Bouse of FaI'Cle ,- tl1e "Nun 1 s --, 
Prie~t' s Tale ", and the Parlement of Foules also aSpire beyond - , 

- \ 

the p rticulars of time, place, and pérsoni moreove~, they 
• l' \ 

\ 

point eyond the specifically Christian truths of earlier 
" 

usage. In addation, Chaucer, liké his bird image, rises above 

his 1'_ '"ate ~etting with the help of the "wings of 

Phil~SOPhY_'~_) '\ê\ achièves a celestial perspective thât encom­

passes, in ~ s\ 4l-embraCing view, evants, ideas, and 
\~:>f\ 

characters f~ ',the Old Testament, New Testament, c'lassics, 
\ ' , 

mythology 1 and \ èntemporary chronicles: The bird image~ . \ 

mediatJ,s:'QE\tweeà\ ~e divine and human because the audience 1 s 
."' '" \ ,,~~~ 

perspecti~e o~~ bird c~racters is, in eff~ct, an approx-

imation of GOd's perspective on mankindi thus, Chaucer 
". , 

Q 

1 

establishe~ a synthesis 

would seam antlthetical 

of wha t( from our earthly persJ2ec~~ ve, 

and incongruous elernents. 

\ ~ 



1 ! 

: 
[ -, 

1 
t , 

f 

t 
1 
l 
! 
! 

t 
a , 
i 
! , 

dO 

L 

~~-~----- -
{ .1 ' • ...... ~ ... N~ __ ~~, ___ • ~ __ ... _ " .. _,_~ ___ ~~_~or-___ _ 

. ~/ , 

> 1 Rom~s 1.20 

2 See Chapte r One, p. 1. 7, n. 6 3'. 
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3 C.S. Le~is~ ~he Allegory of ~ (1936~ Rpt. New York: 
Oxford Un1vers1ty Press, 1958), p. 46. , 

, '" 

4 Michael J. Curley's translation of Physiologus (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1979) will be used throughout 
when referring to this work. 

. " 
5 See M.W. Bloomfield, ~he Seven Deadly Sins (East Lansing: 

lll' 

Michigan State Uni versi ty Press, 1967), PP'. 245-249, 'and -
A. Katzenellenbogen, Allegorie,s of the Virtues and Vices in 
Medieval Art from Early Christian--TImës to the ThIrteenth-­
Century, trans:-A. Crick (New York: Norton, 1964) # passim.' C 

6 The Gothic Image, transe D. Nussey (1913; Rpt. Ne~ York: 
Harper and Row, 1958), pp. 3_9-46. 

7 Francis Klingender, Animals in ~ and Thought to the ~ 
Mi§dle Ages, p. 342. 

8 Klingender, p. 282. 

9 Physiologus, chap. 8, p.'12. 

10 Physiologus, ghap. 8, p. 12. 

Il Physiologus, p. 13. 
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13· W•J • Courthope, A Bistory of Enqlish Poetry vol.!I 
(London; Macmi1+an and Co., lfi'l), p. 198, and R.W. Bond, , 
The COmplete Works 2! ~~, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
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14 Il Cathemerinon : A Hymn at Cockcrow" in' Th: -Last Poets 
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Imperial ~, transe ~. Isbell (Harmondswo th: penguin 
Books, 1971), pp. 153-156. 
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15 "Chaucer ~nd the Birds-and-Love Convention" 'pp. 194-5 • 

16 liA Byron at Cockcrow" 11. 1-41 13~16; 37-40 • 
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17 "A Byron at Cockcrow" 11. 49-69. 
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18 . T.H. White, The Bestiary: A Book of Beasts(New York: 
G.P. Putnam' s Sons, 1960), p. -!~ -

19 Anglo-Saxon poet'ry', transe R.R,. G0rdon (Londdn: J.M. 
Dent & Sons, 1954), p. 240. 

20 Anglo-Saxon poetry, p. 242. 
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26 See E.A. Armstrong, St. Yrancis: Nature Mystic, (Berkeley: 
,University"of Californi'~L-press, 1'973), PP_, 42-48. 
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27 E.A. Armstrong, pp. 56-60, discusses a similar version 
in Celano"s ~ Prima. - ~ 

28 Perhaps also influential was Attar's The Co~ference of 
the Birds,\,which, although it was of eleventh ceA'ury Arabie 
origin, appe~rs to have had considera~le currency in Europe 
in the fpurtë'ênth century. In ~is ràther profound poem il' 
the birds--clear1y symbols of the sou1s~are 1eq ~y the 
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29 Apocalypse IB:I-2. 
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30 See .figure three, p. 1'09 (chap. 2) for ioonographical 
tradition 6f-paralleling snared birds with souls caught in 
hello Q 

31 Jerém~as 5:26-27. 

32 "Satan "the Fowler", Medieval Studies, XXI (1959-), pp 
176-184. \ 
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133 Cgaucer/and the Tradition of Fame: SY!bolism in the Rouse 
of_ Fame (Princeton: Prizt~eton University Press, 1966), 
pp _ 246-25 3. ' 
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, 36 Ecc1esiasticus 11:32. -
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37 "Satan the F~wler", p. 182. l -~ indebted genera11y ,;to 
Koonce for the information on the symbolism attached'to the 
partridge. The bestiary account of the partridge emphasizes 

. perverted sexual appetite aI'\d duplicity so the b'ird is <'likened 
to the devi1. Although there is no mention ~the inabi1ity_ 
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40 Purgatory IX, 11,. 19-33, Dorothy L. Sayers, transe, The 
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41 nparadise", l, '11,. 46-48. 

42 "Paradise", l, 11. 49-54. 
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1 woul~ partiçularly note, ~obertSOIÎ"-s A ,Pretace to' Chaucer; 
Studies in Medieval Pers ect' s (Princeton: PrinëëtQn , 
University Press, 1962), wland's Blind Beasts: Chaucer's 
Animal World (Kent~t State Univ. Press" 1971); and 
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48 Lucan' s Pharsalia, IX, 1 ff; Macrobius, Comment 
Dream 2! scipio, ,l, 41 ,\,Boethiu~, ~'Consolatl.on '~T=~~o;..;;.;.,,-' 
II, pr. VII; Dante, l'.!l!. Di Vl.ne Comedy, "I?aradl.se 
XXII, 11r.133-138; Boccaccio, Teseida, xi, ~~ 

49 "Paradise", XXII, 11. 133-138. 

50' All' quotations from Chaucer's poetry are t 
Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, ed. F.N. RobinsonÎ 

(Boston:- Houghton MÎlflin co~pany, 1957)J ' 

51 The semiological convention 'was also capable of
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less lofty 
but still culturally interesting "applications. 'l'he chief 
significanca.Q.; -tl;le bestiares d'amour fol:' our purp~sef3 was 

~ ,their con cern ea en1arg the scope of the' semiological . 
convention beyond the ~s rictly spiri tual~ Richard De ,FG)urni val' s 
Le Best.ïaire D'Amour, ed. C. Hippeau' (1852-7; apte Genève ' ï 
Slatkine Reprints, 1969) is 'probably the best known of the 
qenr~ and a short s\lltlInary of a few of its images will indJ.cqte' __ -
its technique and tone. '!'he poet comparés himse"lf tà the -
unioorn who - is rendered powerless by his virginal mistress 
(pp. 23-4~, and he requests~ ,that she, like the pelioan, give 
him life y openinq her br'east (pp: 30-1) o%.':, like ~e eaqle, 
break ride as the eagle breaks 'his beak so as td allow 
hi to enter her fortress (pp. 44-S}.:: The poet' s nU.stress 

nct convinced.' """ " 
-' 

- 0" 52 This, of _ course ~ ,'açcdrds with Beryl Rowland' s .,thes).s that 
Chaucer' $ use of an~mal ima,qery is based. almost completely , 
On li terary rather than natura1 observation. Blind Beasts 1 

, passJ.m. 
" 

-. 

53 White, The Book 2! Beasts, ouckoo, p. 104., goose, p; 152, 
'and du~k, P:-lsr:- .' 

,1 

1 



, ' 
l 

1 
1 

1 

<l 

1 

\, 

\ ' 

" -
, 
l' - " , 

/ " 

, ' 

..........: ! ~,;, 

5:4 This, Iso partioularly sUrPrisinq in terme of th. ,"O,\1ékOo t s' " " , ;­
inf~y. Outside -of, the" best'iary f, 't.b~J;e ar.l, 'of', cou~.e, ; "\" "l" 
moralizations, Qf' the~e birds. See, RqjW'~4Uid', "Birds '!!S!'!.:' ~wnam', \ 
Souls (Knoxville: Un~v. of ~ennessee~Press, 1918), entr18S " 
under cuckoo 1 duck, and go08e. -

1'"' 
" " 

5'5 'O~. p~darusl,~ advice to ,:.rrqilu8 in Troilu8~ anfi Cr1$e)"de, 
III~ 1. ~84. ' 

, '1 

1 • a ~ 

58 Chamberl~in" pp. 49-50 __ ' l , . \ .. 
59 qUO~ed by bhamber~àin"~ .p~ ;WS": ' '4' ,0 

'\ ' 

, \ 

~, ... /6'/(~ ~ 

60 B.G. Koonce, Chauoer and, the. TraCl1tion .Qf Fàma-: ,SJ1!lb~lism 
in the" Souse of Fame (pri)lceton: Princeton unlversi'ty Prees, 
î'966');" especWly;pP'. 12~-:~"36 \and;~43~l77. -

,- ~" 

~l Bouse of !!!!!~' Il. 427-432. "Virgil',s account make,s it 
clear that Aeneas InÙSt leave Dido so that, " he -ëan---fo1U1d Italy. 
;rt is, "signi;rièarttly l 'tl1e" fi'rst lines o,f Virgil' s Aeneld . 
which thfa'" dreamer sees: on, :tnê brasa plate. 1 

{I ~, ' 110.. " tf 
- 1 ~: ," ~ \, 

, , 

a • 

'63 HO,US~ 'Of 'F.~~ :'11.·l9;3~5,.," œhe :œ.iQinal line in 'l'he - ,~f;:" 
CO~sgf~f"lf~'~ 'h:LJ.o!~è~~':i's on11., stiqht~y 'àiff~rent." ~~e;'~,;: 
Boec&, " S" r:V, pr ... ~\, !t1+. ",~~:-7e., è-- " , " ,II, 
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65 (!'J, -- , 

Chaucer, himself, makes the eagle the messenger of a 
~seemingly Christianized Jupiter. 

~ 

6,6 Th~'was a fami-l~ motif. Augustine mentions it 'in 
Ennarationes in Psalms ,----E...sa1m 102, Nicene and P6st-Nicene 
Fathers, VII, -p. 497. ----------------.-~ 

~---

--~-------------

lli'L 

67 It i5 sigpificant, thougp., that the eagle sits on a "stoon" 
and swears by St. Peter. .House of Fame, Il. ~ 1990-2000. 

---r-

69, Rowland, Birds With Human Souls, p. 55, points out that 
in Chaupér ' s, age "Aquila" was already a term used to refer 
to the Jlecturn. . • 

\, 

69 See "purgatory", XXXII, 1. 99" and "Paradise", XVIII. 

70 The eag1e' 8 association wi th wind will ~e discussed in 
the fo11owing chapter. 

7~ Koonce's exp~anation of the December 10 dâting based on 
Ezek. 40:1-2 and Ezek. 24:1-2 (Chaucer and the Tradition of 
Fame, pp~ 57-72) i8 forcefu11y refuted by Leyer1e. See note 
No.3, p. 261 "Chaucer's W~ndy Eag1e" University of ,\oronto 
Quarter1y, XL (1971), pp. 247-263. 

72 / 
Leyer1e, p. 749. 

73 \ House of ~, 1. 703. 

74 House of Fame, 1. 1516 
''t 

75 \ H,ouse of Fame 1 1. 1522. 
\ ( 1 ( 

76 House ~ "F~e; Il. 1935-19. 
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77 House of Êjlme, 1. 1382. 

~ 78 J 

o House of Fame, 11. 1391-2. One could possib1y see the 
geddess as a, peacock wi th her bright coiouring and nl.Ullerous 
"eyes" . In such a case,' Chaucer might be alluding Uo the 
tradi tien that the peacock is shy about the factJthat her 
feet do not mat'ch the beauty of the rest of her i?~d:.Yrr.. See 
Whi te, The Bestiary, p. 149, n. 4. . ~ '~;; ..... 

1 

118 

79 \ Aeneid,IV, 180. 

80 _ Chaucer does translate the. phrase corr.ectly, in Troi1us 
and crisefde IV, 1. 661 as " with preste wynges". Koohce 
tëiïtative y makes /this point in Chaucer and the Tradition 
of Fame, p. 212, Îl. 76. --

81 Koonce examines this image in detail (Chaucer and ~ 
Tradition of ~, pp. 251-2), bJ.lt asks us to take the 
allusion as a reference te Sat~n" s snared souls. To a certain 
extent this is reasonable; it does not, ~owever, ,hel.p us to 
understand the dreamer' s renewed interest in their "love­
tydynges fll

• ' 

82 See Chapter l, pp. 19-21, and Chapter II,p. 97-8. 

83 Augustine, The City of God, XIII, 3, 302. p. 

::;;? "'--" 
84 

.. - , 

The City of Gad, XIV~' 6, 358. " p. 
() 

., 
85 See Pliny the EIder, Natural History x, xxiv. 

t, , 

~~ 

86 See C. E. Kauffman, "Dame Pertef'"O,te 1 s Parlous Parle", 
Chaucer Review 4 (197U+, 41-8. 

87 Thë City of Gad,' XIV, 10, p. 374 
./ 
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88 Dahlberg, in "Chaucer' s Coek and Fox" (Journal of English 
,and Germanie Philology 53" (1954), pp. 277-90) ~oints out 
that nif we assume an old French derivation of Pertelote 1 s 
name, it may mean 'loss of a portion in a heritage 1 or 'loss 
of birthright. '" p. 286. 

89 AUgUst' ne explains that Adam accepted Eveol s advicé 
because, ..• Adam refused to be separated from his p~rtner 
even in union, of sin. . • ." Tbe City of ~, XIV ( Il, 
p. 378. .' 

-
" -

90 Chaucer, like most medieval 
tne two words interch~geably. 
Romance of ~~, 11. 682-4. 

wri ter~, seems to have used 
See his translation of The 

j 

91 Physiologus, p. 23. 

92 \ 
T.H. White, ~ ~ of Beasts, 'pp. 134-5. 

" 

93 The clo;;;:n.g~ of tl)'e eyes motif wpuld seem to have suggested 
to Chaucer an j.roni-t: contrast to the serpent 1 s temptation of 
Eve in Eden: For God doth know that in what day soever you 
shall eat thereof, your eyes shall be opened, and you shall 
be as Gods, knowing good and evi'l. Genesis 3: S. 

94 See the fOllowing chapter for a discussion 'Of the concept 
ot the "monster" and the " monstrous" in' the bird fable 
con ven tion . 

95 Ch ' hn ' h . , t ' . t ' aucer s tec ~que ere ~s an ~n erest~ng var~a ~on on 
the more traditional use of animal and bird imagery in 
medieval painting. Figure dne (p. 102) is an illuminated 
manuscript from the Ormsby Psalter depicting the treacherous 
murder of priests Dy Doeg and hiS Edomi. te followers (1 Samuel 
22: 9). Besidê~ the illumination is a grotesque suggesting the 
unnaturalness of the murder. In the lower margin, the artist 
depicts a woman chasing a fox which is carrying off her cock. 
The barny~rd sçene reinforces and para1.1els the raid on the 
temple. Chaucer turns this convention upside down and has, 
the momentous political event serve as reinforcement to thé 
actually insignificant situation of his cock and p,en. 

-=---~----~----
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96 See, for example, John Gower's Vox clamantis l, discussed -...-. 
in' the following chapter. 

97 Physiologus, p. 27. The early Latin analogue to the ItNun's 
Priest's Tale", "Gallus et Vulpes", adds a 'moralitas' which 
identifies the fox as 5

o
atan. The patristic fathers· frequently 

equate the fox with the devil. E'or numerous examples, see 
Mortimer Donovan, "The Moralite cif the Nun' s' Priest' s 
Sermon ", Journal of Enalish and Germanie Philology 52 
(l953)~ pp. 498-508 an p. SOL ' 

) 
98 See, for example, The City of 'God, XII, 23; XIV'I Il, 26, 27. 

J 
99 The repercussions of Original -Sin in the natural world is 
diseussed on pp. 17-2l(Chap. I) . 

100 Augustine discusses the "Fortunate Fall" in The City of 
God, XIII, 3, pp. 301-'r2. ' 

101 /- . 
See pp. 64-7 (Chap. II) 

102 Matthew 4: 8-9. 

103 Matthew 27:40. 'h , 
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CHAPTER II;t 

Chaucer and the Convention of Bird Fables 

The Bird Fable: 

The attitude which we have seen demonstrated towards 

nature in the early Middle Ages is paralleled in the Christian 

response to fiction ~d fable. While this medieval aest~etic 

is of paramount importancé in any study of Chaucer' s poetry, 

the influence of ~.w. Robertson, Jr. 's s~udiesl has been 50 
,/ 

pervasive that it seems unnecessary to do more than summari~e 

sorne of his findings. . 

'Interest in birds for thei'r own sake and study of the . 
, . \ 

fiction for the sake of the story itself suggested,the kind of 

confusioI\.,?f proper priorities which .1nitially encouraged St. 

Augustine and St. Jerome to turn away from the Scriptu~~ 

because these writings were" not as "eloquent" ~s the classical 

'writings which both had studied as young men. The qu~stion - ' ... , 
which troubled the early Church was: Does the fiction teachi 

does i t 'delight; or, q.Qes i t bath teach and delight? - Gradu-
\ 

ally it was conceded that t,he best ~itera,!=-ure-script~ral and . ' 

classical~did both, but it was cle~rly a problem that many 

of the fabulists, such as Ovid, Pe'tronius, Menander~ ~lautus, 

Aesop, Terence, Virgi~, and Apuleius referred frequently and 

approvingly to the Greek and.Roman pantheon. Many of these 
'" 

classical wri ters could not be salvaged, but Ovid and Virgil 

were 'saon redeemed by the exegetes,2 and Aesop never seems ta 

'1 
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have been out oD favour. 3 In order to ernploy the fable or 

fiction in the \ause of ea,clesiastical work, it was only , 

122 

necessary te make the morality clear and at least as weighty 

as the fiction itselfi in fact, more than half the problem 
, 1 

was solved from the beginning pecause of the use of the 

"fiction" in the Bible: Jesus 1 parables and the fables of th.~ 

trees invited to leadership in ~udges 9: 8-15, were linked by 

St. Augus~ine to the fables of Aesop,4 and GOd, Himaelf, gives 

the fable of the eagles and the vines to the prophet in 
'\ 

Ez'ekiel XVI,I, so al though there were those who begrudged the 

fabulist his 1egitimacy, the weight of authority was distinê:::tly 

on his side. Macrobius, in fact, relates the enigma of fables 

to the enigma of nature and 1e,gi timizes the Physio1ogus' 

tradition and fiction when he explains that philosophers use 

fables because Il they realize that a frank, open exposi t;i.on of 

. herself is distasteful to Nature 1 who jùst as she has wi thheld 

an understanding of herself from the uncouth senses _of men by 
\ 

enveloping herself in var~egated gar.ments, has also desired ta 
/ , 

have her secrets handled by ,more prudent individuals through 

fabulous narratives". ~ Fina11y, for Chaucer's age, Boccacci~ 

following Petrarch, surns up t~e,defense by pointing out that 

much of the Bible i~ based 9n various ~egrees of fiction: 

those who refuse to allow êhe poet his license, must also 
rl, 

explain the total fiction of the conference-of _trees' (Judges 

9: 8-15) , ,the fiction and truth in the visions- in the CId T~st-
'. 6 

ament, apd the parables ~sed by Jesus in the New Testament. 
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These arguments ensured continU\~y of the bird fable 

convention throughout t?e ~iddle Ages, and by the fourteenth 
, \ 

o 

centUfy, Chaucer ~ould have inheri ted a fully légi timized and 
.' 

highly developed literary tradition .. In this chaptér, we 

shall exa~ne the satirical implications of birds des~ribed in 
J 

terme of humans, and humans,described in terms of birds--the 

ironie perspective of the bird/human double context. More 

particularly, we will investiga~e Chaucer's use of (1) the 

dOuble-edged satire which results from the philosophical 
--; 

positions which variably view birds as superior (Ambrose} and 

o inferior (Boethius) ta the human; (2) the concept of the 
\ 

"mons ter" wherein the chara.cters are si~ultaneously bird and 

man; (3) bird imagery and herald~-rn political and social 
, 

satire~ (4) the'humour anq comic distancing derived from the 

• incongruity of human characters depicted as' birdsi (~) the 

• depersonalizing and generalizing effect of employing bird 
, :. 

protagonists. 

Althought. as we have already seen, birds haa been used as 
, , 

signs of philosèphical truths throughout the Mîddle Ages, it 

is in the twelfth century that the bird and anima,l fable 
-.,' 

achieves its greatest popularity. One s~~éèts' tp.at this is at 

" / 

least partly'due to an increased interest 'in the observation. \ 

of birds a~d animaIs foX; thè.ir own sake,. "Wi th the reeove'~ of 

the Arabie scientifio tracts ~d 'translations brought bacK ta 

northern E,urope by scholars such as Adelard of 'Bath~: Micha~ 
Scot, Daniel of Morley, and Robert of Chester, the twelfth , . -

, . 
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century for terest in nature. 

The animal does not ose his semiological as a dim 

reflection of divine t~uthS, but he doea a digni ty, beauty, 
I( ;. , 

and truth of his own. 'IMuch of the creait f r this enlarged 

sense of animal image' \ was due to ;'ristotle's biological 

a.x\ empirical stfY ~f nature.
7 

,In scien­

v~ce of this change in Adelard'. 

tracts which promoted 

tific tracts, we see 
, 

Quaestiones naturales h~re close observation of nature is 
, 

encouragedt 8 the S;l' he\r, William of COItches, cri tici zes 

those who wish ta rema' n ignorant of nature' s laws; 9 interest 

in the bestiaries is he' gh e~ed and many new and more elaborate 

copiés are made; vernac translation,s of Aesop' S fables are 

developed; . and' poe tic al egories suph as Alan of Lille 1 s De 

planctu Naturae and Anti audianus and Bel;"nard Silvestris' 

Cosmographia offer striki g prominence to the Goddess Natura. 

Klingender notes that wi thin the visual arts-especially the 

animal and bird illustrations in
l 
the bestiary manuscripts--one 

finds that the rigidi ty of much of the Romanesque animal 
ltt 

designs begins, in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, to 

move to a striking naturalism. 10 One sees this naturalism in 

Friedrich II of Sicily' s thirteenth century De arte venandi 

cum avi&us with its nine hundred and f,ifteen coloured drawings 
- r"" 

of birds, Il but one also seès i t'in the depiction of 0 birds in 

the ma~ns" of n~rous medi~al manuscripts. Perhaps e,any of 

t11ese rep~sentat~ons are 'symbOls of souls for, as we have seen 1 

the bird was often associated with the transcendent spirit in 

• 
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man~ however, the extent to which. bir~ enter the marqils of 

.secular and ecclesiastical manuscripts, the sprinq l;~lc, and . / 
~ t~~7. 

the saint legends suggests a real celebration of bi·rds for 

their own sake. One must be careful not to overstate,~or. to 

simplify this change of atti tuÇl.e as it is quite obvious that 

" L 

there was a good deal of fascination with bird and animal 
1 

" 12 ~ \ 
imagery prior to the twelfth century, and that one of the .. 

most "scientific" of the twelfth century philosophers, William 

of Conches, resolutely maintained that ft the most tri vial and 

useless realities Of nâture possess a symbolic value which 
. 13 

made them both beautiful and good." Nevertheless, the 

renewed and revitalized late medieval interest in the close 

observation of birds and animaIs clearly contributes to the 

awareness of the parallels between ~imal and human behaviour .} 

and social structures, and this, in turn, provides a general 

acquaintance with bird lore to which fable and fiction wri ters 

can appeal for their audiences' amusement and edification. " 

The philosophical concept of the parallel hierarchies of 
, , 

creation is certainly the intellectual basis for the bird 

fable ~ 14 close observation reveals that birds, like 1 humans , 

build homes, sing, walk on two legs, a~pear to dance, have 

disti~ctive a~d often colourful markizws, and engage in elab­

orate courtship ri tuaIs. The classical idea of the Great ' 

Chain 'of Being offered sol;Ld philosophical support for the 

encycl~edic tradition of Pliny, Solinus,' Isidore, Neckham, 

':Ih.omas of Cantimpr~, Albertus Magnus, Vincent de' Beauvais, and 
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Bartholomew Anglieus which detailed charaeteristics of animaIs 

and birds and of t,en paralleled these observatiqns with notes on 

human behav::iour. Nackham' s De naturis rerum, for example, de­

em~hasizes moràlizat:lon of animal trals, but in ten chapters 

on the levels of nobil.ity in the bird kingdom, points out 

. 15-the parallels between the animal hierarchy ~nd feudal soc~ety. \ 

Bartholomew Anglicus" ~ proprietatibus rerum and Vincent, de , 

Bea~vais' SpeculUm naturale--both of which include material 

from Aristotle' s HistOry of Animals-also adopt the 10g1c of 

the Neoplatonist Great Chain of Being and describe the corres­

dence bet!Nee~ bird aJ animal species and various, lev,els of 

s09iety.16 This paralleling o'f bird and hum~n hierarehies, the 
r:::,/ 

heraldic l;least imagery wh1ch, identifiE~d late medieval aristo-

cratie families, the enlarged ,audie?ce of the Aesop~n fable~ 

because of vernacular translations,1 the authority of patr{stic 

fathers such as Boethius who dis,cusses human degeneracy in ' 
i 

terms of animal characteristics 1 all oontributed to the popu-
\ , 

tarit y and profundity of the sq,t1rical beast, fables which 

I mmented on and crit:icized the v~rious levels of me.?ieval 

s\ ciety. ' 

-\ The bird and animal fable drew i ts imagery from the 
\ 

e~cyclopedias, th~ patristic writers, the Aesopian fables, and 
\ 

~e bestiaries, ~d, as was pointed 

, f~em the Bible and the elassics. 17 
\ 

out -earlier, its authori ty 
r 

Clearly, i t was a popular 

forro of protest li terature for' ,qlerics, the land-owning ,class, 

and writers'elosely attached to the c:ourt: presumably, it also 
\ 
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.. 

provided ~e lo~er class an opportunity to attack the ,whole 

feudal ~ramewor~l' but in the absence of ~ny' ~xisting ,,'poPula~" 
, " 18 

animal' fablals, we can only suspect that there existed a 

strong oral tradit,ion of satirical peast fâbles and .that it 

likely contributed to the Reynard and Iseng-rim cycles and the . 

,beast par,ables and exel}Pla- employéd in th~ sermons of the 

l'popular" preaphers __ 

The most prevalent attitude to~birds in 'the beast fable 

was 'negativé~ following up on the philosophical attitudes) 

expressed by Macrobius ahd Bbeth~us, birds '-_ as a' sub-group of 

the beast world~ were seen to reflect the Wse qualities of 

1< mankind, 'and in John Wyclif' s Tractatus civili dominio, John 

Gower "s Mirour de l' onune, and the Ancr,ene Riw1e birds and 

animaIs are depicted as personifications 'of the vices .,1.9 In 

Truth i Balade de Bon Conseyl Ch~ucer wou1d seem 'to favour this '--' 

attitude 'as he repeats the familiar forrn~la which relates the 

beast' s downward turned eyes to base interests: 

Her is non hoom, her nis but wildernesse: 
Forth, pilgrirn#- forth! . Forth, beste, out of thy stal! 
Know thy contree, look up, thank God of a~~.O 
Hold the heye wey, and lat thy, gost thee "lede;'\.:j 

CIl. 17-20) 
\ 

There ~s, h~wever, another fa~t~~ ~t wor~ when we move from 
, , ' 

beasts in ge'neral to. birds in p~\ti~1fla;. In our earli~r 
examination of philosophical attitudes towards birds, we found - , ' , 

that although birds were often denigrated as beasts they were 
< , 

also respect,ed for the.i,,:r;._~ili ty to. ~ly and to approach' the 
, \ 

realm of '!=he heavens-hence move away fram the_,base world. 
-.' 
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" 

This idea seems i~Pl~cit in Boethius' description of the 

philosophical mind in tarms of "fetheres of Phi10phyé ll ,21 and 

in Macrobius 1 idealized skies and the celestial perspecti've. 22 
, , 

The Physiologùs, however" most cle~rly reflects th,is posi ti ve' 

atti tude when, for example, the eag'le, is associated wi th Christ 

because if can l<;>ok and fly directlY, toward the sun rqther t:han 
, i -

stare at the earth. 
. , 23 

J...s we have seen in the ,last chapter, 

-­this feature, is then e:x;tended sa that certain spec'ies of birds 
.. 

are viewed positive1y/because they fly at a great height and 
, . 

o~~rs, not~ly the p~rtrid~e, are regarded,n~tive1Y becau~e 

th'ey are only able 'ta 1eave j:he ground for short pe'riods of, 

time ~d for 10w flights', •. One can see,· therefore 1 that within 

the philosophical tradition there"was a strong rationaie for 

exempting, the bird from the general rUlè,that beasts keep', 

their eyes to tlie base world. 

'On a more general level, we arso saw' that St. Ambrose­

work~ng with an idea i~ Virgil's Georgics 24 depicted ~he 
birds as possessing à speci'fü kind of reason and a q,o-oper~@iye 

~ocial organi~ation which made them a model for mankind. This 

J 
1 

Briddes l bihelq that;~in bùskes made nestes 
Kadde nevere wye'wit'to w~r~he the leeste. 
l hadde wonAer at whom and wher ~he pye 

. ~erned to legge the stikkes in whic~ sne leye.th and breq~th. 
Ther nys wrigl\te 1 as l wel'le, sholde werche hir neste to -paye; 
If any maSO,n màde--a molde therto, much wondet" it we,re. 25 -

, •• ", ,\ • - 0' 1 
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/ , 
The narrator goes further, however, and sees that the- whole 

beast world follows reason: 

'- ' 
Reson l seigh soothly sewen alle b~estes 
In etynge, in drynkynge and in engendrynge of ki-nd. • • .,26 

He wonders, in fact: , 

That Reson rewarded and ruied al:le beestes 
Save man and his make: • ,;'. 27 

What is being exPressed herè is, in many ways, the obveràé slde 
,. 

of the Boethian tradition of associating be~sts wi th siri and 

irrationality. It is not truly 'â. denial, of man's super~~~ity 
~ 

over the animal· but, rather 1 a recognition that birds, and 
l 

\ 
beasts 'are capable of productive, reason~le, and co-operative 

~-. 

behaviour which doesnot always come natura1ly to humans. The 

. currencY~,these ph'ilosophical attitudes al+ows""fbr a double-
,t . 

edged satire in the b~ast fable: _man ls intellectually degraded 

when portrayed' a~ '\a be'ast; a frustrating lrony ~s .~lSO 
suggested by the fact that act~al beasts would never find them-

e! '-r_1 

sel ves in the fable' s human di1emma. In the Parlement tl 
Foul.es, for example, human society is seen 11S a' ch~otic, chat­

tering crowd of birds unabl.e to mate without- resdrting to 
o 

invecti ve and threats; if bne approaches the same seene remem-

bering tha t ac'éually " Reson 
o 

• • sewen alle beestesl In 
o 

etynge, in drynkynge and in engend;ynge of kynde II, human 

society,appears aven more rid~îous becàusé it is incapable , 

of success.t.~lly accomplishing even the basic activi ties of ,-
survi val. - { 

" 
l, 
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<J A similar situaiiïon 'can be observed when birds a~ used" 
,:j" lt ! \ 

'" i 4/ ~ ~ 

in poli tic al alleq~,ry / Alexander Neckham describes fa"lcons 
" 
I{\ ,t c 

and hawks as the feilldal ar-is~crats of the bird kingdom and 
\ 

28 ~ 
frequently stressèS ,;the nobili ty of their behaviour; and the 

, '. 

bestiary describes bees-considered birds in the medieval:- era-
~ , 

111 

as possessing an, ide~l ~oèiety: / 

\ ' , " 
They arrange their own king for themsel ves. 'l'hey 
create a p~ular state, and, although they are" 
placed ,under. a king, 'they are free. ,Fol;' the king 
does ~ot merely hold thé pri vilege of gi ving j udg­
ment, but he also excites a feeling of a1.legiance, 
both because t;p~ bee~ love him on the ground that 
he w~s appointed by themselves and also because 
they l~l1onour him fOr oei.ng at 1=he head of so great 
a swarm. Moreover, the king does not become their 
lead~r by lot, fqr ,in casting, lots there is an 
element of chance tatlier than good judgment, and 
often by the' irrational misfortune of lucl:c somebo,dy 
who is worse gets' preferred to better men. 29 
" . 

, 
Yet despite this influential recognitipn that sorne birds actu-

; . 
ally possess an ideal poli tical structurè, the main 

the. b:i.rd fable criticizes man' s political and s~ stitu­

tions by' referring to them in ,terms of avian parallels John 

Bromyard, for example', describes the pettiness and corruption 

of fourteenth century Parlïament- usi!lg the Latin word "cavea If_. 

" ~ 

which means botn ",a place of aasembly" and lia bird, cage"-and 
o v 

then likens the prelates and caunsellors ta birda' in captivity;' 

, lt "is u the same way with these men in this case as 
it ia with birds who sing freely in the forest 

oaccording", to their nat1lral inclinations, but in a 
"bird cage" sing and speak j ust as they 'llear ôthers 
speak the~e, Enqlish or French. So it is with 
these 'counsellors who ~lso 1.earn the lanqua~ of 
the cauntliY;.. even dOWll to specifie phrases,; 'the re­
fore they are not birds of heaven but of hello • . • 

" 

, \ 

1 

" ' 

" , 
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[The counsellorl if he had not been in that 
"pird cage" would have sung another note. But 
in the hell of the lord' that clever bird learned 
to speak just as he heard others speak. 30 

131 

~~ -

: _ ~n see from the above q::--~\,t::ion that· the bird fable or 

. more ex tly, the bird/hurnan"'J~Ollble perspective, was an effec-

\. 

, 1 

() 

tive rhetori l technique in political writingi by relating 

humans to birds ~ard suggests the Il unreasonable" nature of 

their a,ctivity for th~~ounsellors are not interested in truth 
v " • 

or honour any more than' bl~ are capable of reason or 1.,JIlder-

standing. And J~hn Wyclif r~rts a leS subtle bird fable 

which was used to describe the ~storical conditions of the 

Parliarnent "of 1371: '~'\. 
\ 

Once upon a time there was a me~ing of _many 

~~!~Sbe~~~~~~~:,w:~d~~~:I~s ~h~U~~es~:ls~~~ 
fered much from th~ frost. So sh~ begged the 
other bird~, with a tremb1ing voic,e, to give her 
sorne of their feathers. They symp1athized with 
hez:, and every bird gave the ow1 a: feather Iti1 
she wascoverladen with strange féathers in 
unlo~ely fashion. ' Scarce1y was th4-s done when a 
hawk carne in -sight in quest b'f a prey. ~ Then the 
birds, to escape from the attacks ,of.:<~ .. hawk., 

°demanded their feathers back again .~rom the owl, 
and on. her refusaI each· of them took back his -.• 
own feather 1;>y forCe 1 and sa escaped frpm the 
danger, while the owl remained more miserably 
unfledged than before. Even so, when a war breaks 
out we must take from the endowed clergy a portion 
of their temporal possessions, as property which 
belongs to us and 'the kingdom in common, and so 
wisely· defend the country with property which 
exists among uS'- in superf1uity.31 

An additional dimension to the bird fable deve10ped wi th \ 
. 

the use of birds' and animaIs deri ved from the distinctive-

heraldic badges worn by the nobiIity.32 Political events, one 

.'/ 

: 

/ 
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would initially suspect, could be less dangerously analyzed 
, ~ 

and criticized by describing the intrigues of the swan, the 
-.... 

bear, the hèron, the colt:" the peaco~k,.an~ the geese, rathe'r 

than the duke of Gloucester; the earl of Warwick; Henry, duke 

of Lancaster: the ea~ of Arundel, and 50 9n. 33 1-

That ..... political 

caution was not a major concern of the bird fable, however, 

can be deduced from the fact that these fables were completely 
~ ... "",..l • 

transparent ta their med;ievaJ.,. readers. In faci;:, 'when Joh~ 
'" 

Gower wrote The Tripartite Chronicle 34 which again describes 

the political-vicis~itudes of the swan, the horse, the bear, 
1 •• 

the fo~and the swallow, he,presents a running commentary to 

sort out the identity of the characters fo~ us. It i5 well 

that he does, for on occasions the irnagery is not, consistent 

q.nd the fox is a ~y~O:L of k:he good duke of Gloucester' because 

of tae fox tail tied to his lance, and at other tirnes the sly 

King Richard. It is unlikely, therefo~e, that bird imagery 

was used primarily ta veil poli tic al satire; if safety wa~ the 
) 

author's concern, ne would usually post or circulate his 

manuscript anonymously.35 Gower's purpose was to capitalize on. 

the popularity of the b~ast fable, rnake his characters more 

vivid and, to a certain extent, exercise the wits of his 

audience. Agaiz:1, "Richard the Redeless" lattributed to William 
4/ 

L~ngland by Skeat) sets the harts (Richard's retainers wore 

the White Hart badge) against the swan, bear, hors~, and eaglé 

(Gloucester, 'Warwick, Arundel, BOlingbroke) and makes the 

identity,of the nobles explicit; clearly, he is writing 
-

/ 

\ 
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, 
political satire and he,does not wish to limit his audience to 

those equipp~d for learned explication. The poem, like 

Gôwer'~ The Tripartite Chronicle, is a more vivid and stimu­

la'ting piece of li te rature because of the heraldic beast 

imagery, and, it would definitely be more forceful than a 
'\ 

straight-forward account of England's political problems. 
, . ' 

Richard the Redeless, how~ver, adds another dimension to the 

fable by incorporating elements from the serniological conven-• • 

tion. Ernploying the bestiary tradition that the hart seeks out 
. "'-

an adder to suck its venom and thus renew himself, the author 

points out that it is, therefore, unnatural for the hart to 

at1tack a swan or a horse. 36 Beyond this, the bestiary ~ccount 

of the partridge leaving the hatching of i ts eggs to another 

but returning later to claim its offspring', is ,appl..i~d to the 

political situation. 37 It is interesting',to note that the 

author feels secure that his audience will recognize his 

allusion to th~ bestiarYi he is not certain, howevex, that 

"Hicke Heuyheed" will understand the poli tical application, so 

he spells out his meaning. The political point is of primary 
1 

importance, and to rein force it the author draws on 'a text 

which, as we have already seen, had immense âuthority and 

currency in secular and religious spheres. 

'Another aspect of medieval b±~d irnagery which is pertinent 
l 

to both the fable and the semiological convention is the 

concept of the "monstrous ll
• In this connection, l would define 

"monstrous" as a merging of nOfIllally distinct huÎnan and beast 

".e .... ----""""l'_._-- . --------.0:---.. __ .............. ' .. \. --.~. ...-:-:;:.,...... 
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,/ " 

characteristics in a particular creature. Walls and ceilings 
If 

ofmedieval cathedrals, margins of manuscripts, lines of poems, . , 

and pages ~f the L~ber monstrorum are filled with strange 
• 1 

creatures which have·somehow stepped outside of the familiar 
; , 

God-create~ategories a~d speci~s to become monsters who 

combine either human and animal, or hybrid animal features •. 

Sorne of these can be accoun~ed for by thè medieval fascination 

wi th th~ logical ~xtension of the theory of God' s plenitude; 

others can be seen as signs of divinity as when Dante uses the 

Gryphon as a symbol of Christ ~n " Purgatory " 38 or Whe'n the 

Evangelists are depicted as humanized eagle, ox, and lion. The 

remaining "hybrids,II, however, appear to be linked to a philos­

ophical concept of the monster which has its roots in Ovid's 
? 

and Boethius' literaI and metaphorical metamorphoses. Arnulf 

of Orleans, for exam~le, explains that Ovid' s' intention wa~lJ­

to depict not only mutation of the body but ,also mutation of 

the soul,39 and Guillaume de Conches, commenting on Boethius' 

descripti~n of humans behaving like animals,40 states that the 

most miraculous metamorphosis is when man degrades himself to 

the moral level of the beasts. 41 Scriptural and classical 
, 

precedents strengthenèd the medieval aesthetic interest in the 
, " 

"monstrous" and it became a viable didactic technique in the 

representational ~d literary arts of the Middle Ages. 42 ~ 

would contend that this philosophical, use of the monstrous 

generally' underlies the beast/human fable in the Middle Ages; 

Gower' s Vox clamantis, hQwever, - l's, the ~ost obvious yet 

"'. --
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effective use of tha monstrous so perhaps it is bast to examine 

this poam in sorne detail. 

~ clamantis employs bird and animal"imagery to satirize 

contempora\y political and social events where there would be 

littl'e need to di'sguise the characters. Wtitten sh~rtly after 

the peas~nts 1 RevoIt of 1381, ~,this' nightmare 1 vi'sion" ref1ects 
~ .-?'" l 

Gowerls situation as a wealthy landowner and his very real 
'" '1 ~/ ---" '\ 

concern for the stability of the whole feu~al system. Instead 

of describing the various levels of society in terms of the 

hierarèhies within the anim~l ,~ngdO~--aS was the enc~clopedi~ 

tradition--Gower borrows'from the philosophical a~d rhetorical 

convention of the monstrous: he characterizes the rebellious 

peasants at one point as hybrid creatures,such as asses with 
/ 

hqrns in the rniddle of their foreheads "and tails like that of 
, 

a lion, who are led by their chief, Wat Tyler, the lowly jay. 

At another point Gower depicts the peasants as monsters wholly 
t, 

within the bird kingdom: 

Their leaders were a cock and a gander. Those 
which used to stay at home and tread on 'dung dared 
to assume the eagle's prerogatives for themselves. 
The cock seized the falcon's beak'and talons for 
itself, and the gander wanted to touch the heavens 
with its wings. • . . 

Suddenly l saw the colours of ~e~ock and the 
'goose changed, and a new shape envéloped them. New 
plumage with the blackness pf a raven transformed 
the cock, and the gandér was instantly turned into 
a kite. It was not so much that they assumed the 
plumage of othe~s for thèmselves, but rather that 
th.ey adopted like ways of behaviour. Going astray 
changed those wh±ch were once contentad with very 
little', and which, use~ '"to feed na-t:urally off of 
grain at the barne. - For in order' to' aat more, they 
demanded the fat carcasses of human bodies for 
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themselves, and these alone pleased them. Once 
so gentle, these creatures which suffered any­
one to calI them and used to watch fo~ the 
hands which gave out their food, triè:a to snatch., 
their plunder by force, more savage and r,apacious ~, 
than falcons. 43 

, ., 
Within the context of the medieval hierarchical Chain,of 

Being, the rebels have violated God's ordained nature; the 
"' 
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categories, symmetries, and the order of the universe which are 

so pr~~ous to this society are threatened aesthetically, 
.-. 

intellectually,and socially. The rebels' violation of these 

principles of order is teflected in t~eir physical make-up so 
, , 

that their species iStindefinite, w~olly out~ide of the 

ordained categ?ries and structures, and, therefore, rnonstrous. 

Their physical state'also mirrors the psychological' state,of 

their souls whe~ein various antagonistic passions co-exist in 

a single consciousness. This irrational p9ychological state ,. 

violates the natural order of the univèrse and the hierarchical 

Chain of Seing is turned ups~de down as the lion i9 overcome by 

the j ay, and the owls j oin the other J:Hrds in conunon cause.' 

However, there is a sat~re of a far gentler kind which 

~~erns more dependent on folk tradition, and where entertainment 

and humour'predominate' over the didactic. !h! History ot 

Reynard the ~44 was an immensely popul~r beast tale and, 
" 

while the didactic elernent is still present, the author rarely 
1 

draws attention to' "moralitas". .This fox is closely related 

to the nearl universal ,"trickster" animal who, as \ raven, hare, . . ( 

fox, or serpent, figures as a kind of culture hèro in so much 
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folk-lore and myth. Reynard is variously cruel, sly, deceit-

fuI, irreligious, and clever, but our reaction to him is rarely , 

total condemnation; the h~ur of the situati?ns, the au~ty 
Q • 

of the fox, the anhi-cle~ical jib~s, and our ~mazement at 
\ ' 

Reynard's ability to talk himself out of 'impossible situations, 

make him an uncomfo~ably attractiv~ hero. The animal world 

of The History of Reynard th~ Fox reflects the feudal society 
/ 

where the "lion is king, the wolf is a favoured minister, the 

fox lives in his castle, and the cock is a ~hreatened vassal, 

who petitions the king for protection, neverthele •• ; eac~ 
animal in the ,tale retains his individuality.and behaves 

-
according to his animai nature. The tales which make 'up this 

collection demonstrate a joy and fascination with the animal 

world for it~ ow.n sake as naturalistic detai~s constantly 

rentind us that we are dealing with beasts and !Jconsequently dis-.' ' , 
tract us from the allegory, and, interestingly, the human 

1 

characters who occasionally enter the stories come off as 

rather ridiculous foils. And' considering the anti-clericalism 
.. 

in the Reynard cycles, ,i t is su,rprising that scenes from this 

tradition figure so prominently in~e9clesiastical art. The 
~'I 

fox is often found depicted, 'as he is in several of the tales, 
L.. , ..Q. 

as the false friar, the unrepe~tant penitent, the despoiler of 

Chauntecleer's barnyard harem, the fox on trial ~efore the 

animal court, and as a general syrnbol of fraud and deceit. 45 

For the. mos,t. pax:t these il,lustrations 

,but one suspects that the ,Reynard illustrations 

purpose, 

also be 
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expected to appeal to sorne of the less religious concerns of 

the artists and parishioners. 

The History of Reynard the ~, however, is important for , 
, 1 

our purpos:e--r ... dmar-ily for the e~tremely effective way--'±n which 
. \ 

animaIs manage t6 main tain th'eif animal natures at the same 
'.. ,! 

time they are participatidg in the life of a medieval feudal 

world. There is no question that we are dealing with a fox, a 

cock, and a ben in the Reynard and Chauntecleer branch of the , 
,cycle; h~wever, Chauntecleer's pride, his favouritism for 

Pinte because she lays the biggest egg~, his intellectual pre­

tension; Pinte's wifely concern, her aristocratie pretension, 
\ . 

her beautYi and Sir Reynard's deceitful eloquence, poli~ical 

power, and clever ruses 'aIl 'point to human characteristics .. As 
each of thè charabters becomes more anthropomorphic, we are 

confronted'with details of bird and animal life which jolt us 

back ta the world of the barnyard. In-±he best of these 

versions of the tale, there is a very careful and deliberate 

attempt to make the audience aware of a bird/hurnan, hurnan/bird' 

double perspective in the narrative. The characters walk a 

tightrape between the hurnan and animal worlds, and the artist 
\ 

,very deliberately allows them ta periodically take their falls 
.. 

not only for ~road humour ,but also for comic distancing and to 

provide a double context for proper i~tellectual pe~spective. 

The comic distançing and double context are very impqrtant , 

because in the Reynard stories we arè dealing ~ith a life and 

death struggle, a bigamist protagonist, an incestuous 
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relationship, - and a system of j ustiée which seems - to be based 

not on right and w~ong but on trickery,' dec~it, and power. If 

the characters were h~an, there could be no humour in the 

story--only a/frighteni~g~mage of Godless chao~. In "the long 
1 

run, however, we are reminded that the birds and the fo~ are 

morally and physically negligible. As fascinating as the 
, ~ 

individualized portraits of the characters are, they are, for 

the rnost part, de-humanized, our feelings about specifie 

characters do not comp1icate the issues, and the issues them-, 

selVés do not becorne very serious. There ~ moral lessons to 

be l~arned in the Reynard stories but they do not often 'dea1-

with justice; usually the moral lesson is one-which cautions 

prudence in, dealing with a deceptive social and pol~ti~al 

environment. 
\ , , 

By the fourteenth centu~ the bird fable convent;6n had 

'" 

been: developê'd to an intellectual and aesthetic peak.! Chaucer 

inherited _a convention which emphasized the didac~-de~eloped 
" 

the incongruity and humour resulting from a mixture of animal 

and human characteristics, enriched thè satirical presentation 

of contemporary events, explored intellectual dimerisions, and • 

provided sheer ~un and entettainmènt. Wh~t raises him above 
'------
the other artiste working within this convention was his tech-

.-/ 

nical mastery of-his art, his expansion of the perimeters of 
./ 

" 

the convent~~n to allow merging with other conventions of bird 

imagery, and his use of ,~able elements in such a way as to allow 

bir~ imagery to function within a tale at the sarne time that he 

\ 

\ -
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\ 

uses it to relate to c:haracterswithin the larger dramatic unit y 
• 

of a work such as The Canterbury Tales. 

Chaucer and the Bird Fable: 

Chaucer fr:equently uses incidental bird imagery to de scribe 

human character,and activity. In Troilus and Criseyde, for 
~ 

example, Troilus is 
\, 

referred to "as proud a pekok" (l, 1.",210), 
\ 

succeeding, as eagles) his love is seen to have as much chance of 
... 

and cloves mating (III, Il. 1493-6) , and he is described as 

caught ,by Love who ":bigan his fetheres so to lyme, Il (I, 1. 353).' 

Even though the source of othis imagery can be traced to the 
<' ! 

distil~ation of philosophical and popular lo~e in the bestiary 

an~ the voca~ulary of falconry and hunting, the mode~n reader 

has little diffic~ty understanding the references. Sometimes, 

however, this apparent sirnp1icity can be depeptive; The des-, , 

cription of the Sununoner in the "General Prologue", for exarnple, 

, uses proverbial and cant, bird im~ges which when used singly 
... ' , 1 

are simple enough, but when taken cumulatively suggest something 
1 ..... ''-

of tliê' "monster" ~hich we\ know him to be. He is 'lIlécherous as 

à. sparwe'~ (1. 626), his know1edge of Latin is likened to "how 

that a jaYI Kan clepen 'watte' ••• " (Il. 642-3), and 'it is 
, 

pointed out that, "FuI prive1Y a f;rnCh eek koude he pu1,le" 

Cl. -652~f course,\-the---initial impact of, this description 
J , 

suggests the bestiql nature of the Summoner, but the audience's 

mental picture of this composite of norrnally distinct species. 
! • 
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\ 
intimates a creature which violates natur,~s laws. His 

, "' . 
"compeer", the P ardoner, bo~sts that' whEin he preaches: 

Thanne peyne l me to'strecche fortn the nekke, 
And est and west upon the pepIe l l:lekke,. 
As dooth a dowve si ttynge on a bern,e. 

(Prolo Pard.T.,' 11. 3~S-7) 

Beryl Rowland points out that this im~ge is appropriate in 
. 46 
several ways. The Pardoner disténds his,neck in a ma~ner 

1 \ 

141 

characteristic of daves when they "pout" and his voiee, ~ike 
i 

the dove' s, is both "smal" yet far-reaching:. Beyond this, we 
t 

reeognize that the Pardoner is, comparing ,himself to the bird 

which in the bestiary symbolizes the ~Good J~reacher who is' JI far 

from provocative songs and from the fashion~ of the times!,47' 

Chaueer's pardoner with his ititerest in fashion (~. Prolo 

1. 682) and erotic song (Gen. Prolo 1. 672) is elearly the anti­

thesis of the traditional semiological image of the dove. 
-, l Alison t s song, in "Tlle Miller 1 s Tale", .;i.s described using an 
/ / image which is similar to that employe~-by the Pardoner: 

-~ " -

. • • hdr song, •.• was as loude and yerne 
As any s~alwe sittynge on a berne. 

<Mill. 1:.:, Il. 3257-8) 
"-~ 

~one reeognizes the appropriateness of a barnyard simile for 

this remarkable'young woman who is described as a composi~e of 

animal and bi~d.chara~teris~ies, but it takes, a greater famili­

arity with bird lore to note that the swallow's actual song is 

almost imperceptible unless in excitement or alarm it voices 

, i ts, high pi tehéd: "tswee 11 • This shrill cr;y, al though not very 

appropriate for the usual image of the lover as a. bird, ~omehow 
! ' 1 
1 

1 
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i suits our barnyard version of the courtJ,y heroine. In the 
--

, cases of the Pardoner's self-promoting use ot the dove image 

and the' initial~~ of Alison as a gentle swâllow, we see' 

Chaucer workirtg wi~ tiad~tional bird im~gery t~ present the, 

favourable appearance'of his chaiacters, but on closer scrutiny 
, 

we recognize Ehat the sarne images serve to reveal the charac-
'- . 

ters' less positive inner.realities. Obviou91y; we must be 

prepared for Chaucer's multi-Ievelled allusiveness which draws 

on both tradition and natural observatibn. 
• 

The Squire's use of bird imagery in his tale is not 

entirely successfuli this is not to say, however, that Chaucer's 

use of bird imagery is either unsuccessful or uninspired. In 
1 

~., this poem Chaucer uses the bird fablé convention to reveal the 
--~ ... 

Squire' s artistic weakne'sses. 

~nitially one is impressed by the Squire's description of 

the betrayed falcon. This aristocratie bird--whose complaints 

remind the reader of Dido's similar expressions in the House of 

Fame -- Ls deftly charac;:terized, and the description of her 
--- , 0 

plight, which would arouse \deep sympathy were she not a bird, 

is very dramatically de~eloped. When we are first introduced 

ta this bird it appears aS,though she i8 standing in'a pool of 

blood which has fallen fFom h~r sélf-inflict:ed wounds: 
---J 

Ybeten hadde she hirsel so pi tously~ 
With bothe hir wynges, ~.~ the rede.blboà 
Ran endelong the tree, the -as shé s tood. 

'And avere in OOn she cry alwey and shrighte, 
And with hir beek hirsel -~ sa she prighte, 
Tha~ ther nys tygre,"ne n sa crueel beest, 
That dwelleth outhel1 in or in forest, 

,. . 1 

'f-
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,. a!i4ftGllll '" , ._----_._------.....,...:. 
" 

Tnat no1de han wept, if t};lat ·he wepe koude, 
For sorwe of hire, she shrighte a1wey so loude. 

(.§g, • .1:.., Il. 414-22) 

So hurnan'and so believab~e i~s sh~ that one is constantly 
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ternpted at this point to fo~get that, in fact, we are dealing 
\ . 
\ 

, on~ with a bird. In this quotation, r _______, 

"L~ ./ " 
the Squire helps us to 

. / 

,>/,/ keep our perspective with references 
\ 

to 'beaks~ and 'wings', 

/ 

f 

but as the story progresses he tends to forget /the' bird/human 
1 

, 
double perspective and moves darigerously close tQ->îllowing the 

bird to forget that she is a bird. This could deaden much of . -
the effect of the bird tale, and it is a tè~dêncy which one 

sees frequently in the. twelfth and thirteenth century bird 
, [ 

deba tes which will be examined in the following ~hapter. • To 

achieve the full potential of the bird/human double perspective, 

the artfst must rnaintain a 1lliddle course between bird and ' 

hurnan; this does not suggest ,that the description or speech _. 

should be sui table' for eimer, but rather that the poem "should 
",' 

move lightly an"uallY incongruously from side to side 

poin ting up t~ ~ani ty" of the bird, and the avian aspects 
/ 

of tii~human. 

ihe falcon's speech-~there is no pretense of dialog~e -, 
\ 

begins with a 'very effective description of her background: 

"Ther l was bred- a.llas, that ilke day 
And fostred in a roche of marbul gray ~ 
So tendrely ~hat no thyng eyled me, 1 

l nyste nat wh8rt was adversitee, 
Til l koude fle"e fui hye ~der the sky." 

(~q'\ !., Il. 499-503) 

The securi ty and protection ,afforded the falcon would he . ' 

\ 

\ , 

" 1", 

, -

" ... ~ : 
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" appropr:Late for the most aristocratie eourtly maiden but ' 
, d 

Rinstead of a human dwelling she li ved .ln a marbled home of 

rock - ostensibly the avian equivalent to the ar-is.eocratîc , /. 

1 

castle. She takes he,': role, of aristocratie lady very seil'iously, ,f 
1 

hpwever~ and she p~ogressively losas track of, the fact that she ! 
and her' lover are birds. The t,wo of" them go through all the 

usual 'fin. amo'Ur:preliminariea and she reports that her ter-
t. j ~ 1 

'i cil 'Lfil on his k'nees" (1. 544) as ,he begged for her favour, 
\ , 

" 
that sJ:.te ntook hym by the honc;?" (1. 596), and she swears by 

" .. 
the approt;:>riately 'êagle-depicted "Seint John" (1. 596). 

;, .. !, .. f 
To 

top off this perhaps too human speech, the Squire has the 
• - 1 

fa1eon make Scriptural allusion in a doub1y ironie sense when 

she describes JaSOn
l 

as "Ne ~ere worthy unbokel~n [her 

terce1et' sl galoche Il (1. 5r55). For one hundred and fifteen . 
~±nes48 there 'ts nO:!:hing to rem~nd ~e' audience that the) 
j 
speaker is any,ghing less ,tl'lan a 'courtly mistress; finally, sl)e 

~ " ': , 
, 'c 

, even uses the comic~1.ly in~ppropriate metaphor of a caged bird' 
A \ 1 i 

to Ul ustratê the f~HShn~ss of h~r' ,lO",? . 
Men l'oven of, propre kynde newefangelnesse 1 

As briddes~ d'con that men in cages ofede. 
For though tho'u nyght and day 1;ake ',),of hem he de -, 
And s'tiawe',ohir cage faire and softé as silk,' 
And yeve hem suqre, hC;)OY, breed' ànd milk 1 

Yet right anon as that his dorEf iIB uppe, 
"'He, with 1J.~~?-feet wol spurne adoun his cuppe, J 

And to the.;wode he wole, and wormes ete; ,­
So newefangel been they of hire mete, 
And love!Q.,;, novelries of propre kynde J ' 

"_ (~. 1.._ ,.11. 610-19) 
'-'J' 
o' 

of., thé Chaucer has made very clever use bird/human.double 
.~ . . . 

1 

characteriz4tion perspecti ve in this po,m: -to comple~nt the 
;;. 0. 1 
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"\ /r 

the Squir~ as an over-ambitious and inexperienced storyteller, 

he dep~cts the young man as periodically forgetting chat the 

. falcon is a bird. Chaucer uses the bird fable convention to 
, , 

reveaf something about his characters 1 but here i t is the' 

----subt1ety of'what the' convention reveals, and how it lS used .,tQ 1 

1 • 

reveal it, that marks Chaucer as master of the convention and 

his art. It is the narrator's.in~ptness ratner than insights 
1 ~ 

into the human/bird characters in the tale which is revealed 

1..- in .this use o'f the convention. When the Franklin breaks in to 

praisp the Squire'·"'S wi t and eloquence, Chaucer has already 

suggested that the young man's apprenticeship has not been . . 
fully served. 

The extensive and very successfl:1l use of the biz.:,d/human 
, , 

double ~erspective in the House of ~ has been noted by aIl 

of its critics. The 'eaqle is constantly singled out as one of 
, 

Chaucer' s finest, bird çreations. It has not been noted, 

however, how much b~rd imagery generally is involv~? in the 
'V' 

poem. As pointed out in ,the 1ast chapter the 'poets in the 
(1' 

. Palace" ot Fame ar~ said to be as plentifu1 as rooks' nests in 

'" trees (1. 1516), -arid their noise 1s likened to the sound of 

bees (11. 1'522-3). Fame herself, whq in Troilus and, Crlseyde 

is described as a winged bird (Bk. IV, Il. 659-62~, is h~re 
, 

~ more subtly depicted wi th just .suggestions of her avian ba.,ck-

ground~ she is described as having as many eyes as there are 

feathers on a fowl (11. 13"81-2) t' she has partridge win.gs on 

her feet' (~1.r139l-2),and magpies to keep her informed of the 

, .. 
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latest gossip (1. 703). Beyond this, the HousEi of Rumour is 

an oblong bird cage or bird house which contains "gygges" 

(l. 19~42) or lures designed to a ttract bircls to the fowlers 1 

"l 

nets. 49 The contemporary story-tellers inside the cage are 

likerted to birds wi'th t;heir IIchirkynges ll (1. 

of the third l;>ook is_ subtly interlaced with 

suggestion that the story-tellers are being 

of t~e love-debate convention and that Farne 

114 3) .: The- wholé 

a ervading 

lil ened to birds 
1 • ~ .. ' Hlkse 1 f wi th he r 

partridge wings is likened to a bird which is noted for i ta 
'" 

inabil.ity to fly to spiritual heights and is limit~d eo the 

base perspective of the animal. COmbined, this imagery 
, 

suggests that this "Story-telling extravaganza is going "to have 

the negligible moral and intellectual import of the arguments 

of the .~'irQs Ui the birds-and-love "debate topos. It is 

'unlikely that birds were connected wi th debate primarily 

because o.f their expertise in matters of love; rather, debaters 

like,.to argue and it takes little observation of nature to 

reco<]Il.ize that birds, of all beasts, seem the most interested in 

communication'. In Troilus and Criseyde, for example, Troilus, 

angered at Pandarus r argument that he should take another mis­

'tress and thus forget Criseyde, cries: 

"0, )ere hastow ben hid 50 longe in muwe, 
Tha~f kanst 50 weI and formaly arguwe? Il _ 

( Tr • and ~. IV, Il. 49 6 9 -7) 
l ,.-

The image is appropriate because Pandarus l ,advice is ,essenti-

ally that of- the goose in the Parlement of Foules, but beyond 

this 1 the suggestion i5 that bird~ are weIl known to argue-
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, 1 

even if they do not have anything worthwhile to contribute. 
\ ' 
1'he tales which l believe were meant to be told in the House 

of ~ wou1d not have been up1ifting, contemplative, spiritual 

stories; the stories to1d by the "birds" in Rumour' ~ cage 

would be directed at Fame who, wi th her partridge wings, would 

be incapable of understanding the contemplative pe~rspective 

that Geffrey has been introduced to through his ,flight with 

the eagle. 
. 

The third book of 'the House Of ~, therefore, focusses 

mainly on human characters and personifications which are 

subtly described in terms of birds-and-love deba~es, and this 
.... --111 

imagery tends to undermine the importance of the proposed 

"love-tydynges"1 the second book concentra1;.es on a bird who ié 

distinctly human, and thïs time the image~ suggests the super­

iority of the bird 1 s perspective ~m truth. Both the positive 

and negative aspects of avian nature, therefore, are incorpor-

ated into the poem. 

This is not to "suggest, however, that the, eagle is 
, / 

exclusively a sign of contemplative vis~on. Much 'of the 
f 

uniquepess of tllis bird derives from the contrast between the 

narracor's initial impression of the golden eag1e: ' 

Me thoughte, l sawgh an egie s.pre, 
But that hit semed moche more 
Then l had any eg1e seyn. 
But this as sooth as, deth, certeyn, 
Hyt was of gold, and shon SQ bryghte 
That never sawe men such a syghte, 
But yf the heven had ywonne 
ttl newe of gold another sonne: 

, (H.F., Il., 499-506) 
" - I! 

\ 

'.' . 
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, 1 

and the actual encounter: 

• • • h~ to me spak 
In 'mannes vois, and seyde, "Awak ! 
And be not agast, so, for shame !" 

(H.F., Il. 555-7) 

One is tempted, in fact, to find the golden eagle, like the 
~ 

peregrine falpon in the "Squire's Tale", a little tao human. 

C: ---Nevert'heless, the two, birds a-re in entirely different situa­

tions. The eagle is so fully \'Ô.eveloped that he cannat be-
A" • 

contained' in any classification; he- is simultaneously bird and 

h urnan and, beyond this, he isi an idea which is turned in to a 

metaphor before our eyes. Al though the eagle continually 
'. 

speaks as thoug~ he were a pedantic schoolrnaster, the reader is 
1 

not allowed to forget, that this is truly a bird - the situation 

does not allow it. The poet hangs precariously from the talon~ 

of the eagle and as they soar higher and higher the allusions 

to Phaeton and Icarus remind the reader of the poet' s danger. 

Beyond this, after one particularly lengthy speech wherein one 

suspects that the eagle himself has lost track of the fact that 

he is a bird, he boasts that despite his superior knowledge! 

he can educate the ignorant poet: 

"A ha ! n quod he, "10, so l can 
Lewedly to a lewed man 
Speke, and shewe hym swyche skiles 
That he may shake hem be ,t~e biles 
So palpable they shulden be. 

--"- ( !!.:K., Il. 86 5 - 9 ) 

-
Two aspects of this speech .remind the reader of the bird/hurnan 

< 

pèrspective: the b~a-t::antly conceited eagle asserts his 
", 

, , 
\ 
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'superiori ty ovet the human poet in a manner which begs us to , , 

forget that he is a bird, but th~n his ref~rence to "biles" 

brings us back to his avian 'nature. The eagle is also very 

much a bird in his prolixitYi one aspect of the humour in the 
, . ~ 

"dialogue" between the bird and Geffrey is the fac~ that for 
/' 

every word of the poet there are probably fifty for the. eagle. 

The "teacher" pontificates and. then asks the "stu<\int" for a 

response, but th~ only resp<?nse given is a curt "wel" or "yis" 

and then the e,agle breaks into another burst of eloqu~nce. 

The pompo,sity of the bird is' evident bath to the poet and the 

reader, and one suspec~s that were i t not, for the passenger' s 

perilous situation ~e would respond more sarcasticall~to his 

pe<:lantic carrier. The bird 1 s excit,ement is accurately captured 

in his speech., and after h~ has reminded the poet of the 

Ukyndely enclynyng" of "any thing that hevy be,1 As stoon, or 
'50 ' 

led! or thyng of wighte~ Geffrey would not want to further . ' 

distract the éagle's, attention. 

When one turns to thelbestiary tradition of bird lore one 

finds another reason for the poet's re~icence. As was noted 

in, the discussion of Dante 1 s use of thE{'eagle in The Divine 

cOmedy,51 the eagle was' noteq. for its acute eyesight aJ'ld its 

ability ta gaze directly at the sun. ' Furtherrnore, w~en the 
\ 

eagle tests and educates its offSpri~g, it carries it up 

towards the sun in its-talons, and if the young eagle turns 

from the sun bearn it is dropped because it is deemed unworthy 

'" i " of being an eagle. This tra4i tion must certainly be in the 

/ 

/' 
• i 
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/ 

poet's mind when his eagle guide suggests that he leàrn about 

the, stars by looking directly at them rather than re_ading about 

the~ in books. Gef'frey demufs: 

"No fors, Il quod y, "hyt is no nede. 
,1 leve as weI, 50 God me speda, 
Hem that wrtte of this matere, 
As tliou9h l knew her places here: _ 
And eke they shynen here so bryghte, 
Hyt shulde shenden al--- rny syghte, 
To loke on hem. Il 

", _ (H.F., Il. 1011-7) 
'--./ /~ 

t 
The poet aCkno*Ledges his limitations r~ther than tiilCe-â chance 

'L 
that the eagle might forget itself and let him drop if he turns 

from the starlight. 

Fpr anyone familiar with the traditio~al guided tour of 

the celestial regions, Chaucer' s version borders on the bath-
\ . 

etic. The poet not only acknowledges his unworthiness, it is 

confirmed by his guide. The journey is a meditative flight of 

the phi~osophical mind, but Chaucer never allows us to forget 

the po~ic aspects of an actual naturaiistically'described 
" 

flight in the talons of an eagle. John Leyerle, for example, 

argues convincingly that the eagle's dissertation on sound i5 

an elaborate joke on flatulence. 52 He points out 'that the 
/ 

~ .. poef's physical position in relation ta the eagle, the defin-

ition of sound as "eyr ybroken" (1. 765), and the' d,escription 

of Eolus 1 distribution of the sound of bad fame from a "tuel" - -

(l. 1649) that issues a noisome smoke "Blak, bloo, grel'lYssh, 

'swartish r~' (1: 1647), that "stank as the pit of helle" 
. 

(1. l654), suggests that this is another instance of Chaucer's 
.. 
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humorous treatment of the subject of fàrting. The .eagle states, 

~ 
"Soun ys nought but eyr ybroken, 
And every speche that ys spoken, 
Lowd or pryvee, foul or fair, 
In his substaunce ys but air; 
For as flaumbe ys but lyghted smoke, 
Rygh t soc;> soun ys air ybroke. 

(H. F. 11. 765-70) 

Considering the poet's riding position relative to the eagle, 

one might understand why the bird suros up 1 his disputatiOh~with, 
1 

"Take yt in ernest or in gama," (1. Bz2L ____ ' 
( 

Yet despfte Chaucer' s light treatrnent of the eag1~ it is 
, 

important to remember that the eagle has a serious funct~,on in 

the poem. ~e is the IIfetheres of Philosophye" (1. 974) which 

offers not only insight into the nature of so~d, but also 9-

contemplative perspective on earth1y life. The poet is 

offered a farniliar celEtstial view of the world 'which reveal~ , 

IIThatl al the world, as ~o myn yë,/ No more semed than a prikke" 
/ ~ , 

(Il. 906-7), and it is-~' this perspective which enables the poet , 
to regard the "truth" of the classics in the sarne light as the 

-~--. 

"truth" of contemporary English"love-ty,dyng~s". The humo~ous\ 
, 

treatment of the theme undercuts the tradi tiona1 soleroni ty 
" 

# 

accorded the celestial flight, but it does not deny its· 

seriousness. The bird is recognized as an interrnediary between 

earth and heaven, man and God" human and divine know1edge and, 

as such, is an entirely suitahle guide to remedy th,e poet's 

" "daswed" look. Thus Chaucer succeeds in employing the bird 

fable convéntion to new effect in the House of ~ by 
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reconcl.lÏlng the tensions between the poet 1 s ini tia1 expectations 

of his traq,i tiona1 bird-guide, and the humorous way in which 
( 

the more naturalistic treatrnen t of the bird is at: variance wi tll 
\ 

this, and by finally permitting the total experience to fa11 

once a~ain within the tradition of the bird as spiritual gt:i,i'de. 
M" d' : l 

" Now, t~rning to, the Parlement of Foules, we shall examine 
.P 

" Ch~ucer' S characterization in tenns of the bird/human doubl.e 

perspective and: in. addit~Qt, . consider the per;istent eÏforts 

of cri tics to interpret the poem as an ,occasional 'pi.ece to 

conunemorate the rnarrïage of Isabel and Richard, the marriage 

negotiations of Richard' and Marie of France, or John of Gaunt 1 s 

attempts to arrange a marri age for his- 'daughter. What initi-
! ' 
c, 

ally occupies our attention is Chaucer's very. effective 

characterization of the birds; it is only with historioa1 hind­

sight that the arguments for contemporary a11egory become 

feasiblf'. 

When the narrator is unceremoniously shoved through the 

gate into the garden of love he notices three groups of bi.rds:. 

in the garden of perpetuaI springtime, which ;;eems outside of 

the sphere of. influence- of Daunger and Disdayn, he finds birds 

"With veys of aungel in here armonye l1 (1. 191); ire'the section 

of the garden associated with erotic courtly love, the birds 
. '. 

are limited te "dowves white and fayre" (1. 237) which 'are sit-

ting on the temple of brass # and, finally, when he' r,eturns to 

the garden of perpetuaI spring he meets the birds which are so 

idistinctively characterized in terms of "foules' of ravyne", and 
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"worm, sed-, and water foules". When one compares the debate in 

the l?arlement of Foules with those in the twelfth century 

demande d'amours such as ~ Venus la Deese d'Amour or ~ 

Jugement d'Amours; 53 one is struck by the energy and spontaneity 

04 Chaucer' s debate_rs. The l?arlement of Foules conta:ins drama 

enacted by colourful and highly indi viduali zed characters, and 

the debate i tself is nct conducted wi th set pieces of scholarly . 
\ 

argument but with rapid and lively dialogue. While the birds 

of Li Fab.l'el cÎou ~ d'Amours make reference to the lower 

classes when discussing who is eligible to become a courtly 

lover, in actual' fact i t is an abstract issue for- there is no 

bird present to speak for the peasants. 54 he Parlement of 

Foules gi ves aIl social levels an opportunity to 

speak. Employing the same typ hierarchical configuration 

suggested by Alexander and Vincent de Beauvais, Chaucer 

assembles a parliamen t significantly one pe~haps more repre-

sentative than the actual fourteenth cent ury parliaments 

Chaucer attended - where the rules' of parliamentary procedure 
-

are followedi each estate ls "seated" ac:cdrding ta its degree, 

a representati ve is elected (9r -in one case, he boldly volun-

teers) to speak for his class, and all" must defer to the 

authori 't:y figure of Nature who, despi-te aIl the, squabbling, is 

'still definitely in charge ~ When we are confronted wi th the 

e,xtensi ve catalogue of birds, we recognizè the unlikelihood 'of 
, 

a harmonious parliamen~ where common profit will he readily 

achieved; 5S if anyone èan. draw harmony from this' "meynee", 

i 

1 , 

,\ 
" -~> 
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, 
however, it wou!d be "Nature" the vicaire of the almyghty 

Lord,1 That hot, cold, hevy, lyght, moyst, and dreyel Hath 

knyt by evene noumbres of acord" . ~ . (11. 379- 81) • 

The Most striking aspect of Chaucer' s use of the birdl 
, , 

human double perspectiv~ in the Parlement of Foules is the very 

highly deve~oped state of drama created by the diction and tone 

of the various birds. For the rnost part, i t is species and 

class that are characterized in the spee'ches, yet even amongst 

'" the three eagle sui tors, one sees subtle indi vjJiuali ty. The 

first eagle is the higllest of the aristocratic birds as he rs 

clearly favoured by Nature and, the spokesman for the aristo-
,ft , 

cratic class, the falcon. He is wholly within the tradition 

o'f ç:our-çly love: he speaks eloquently, "Ni th hed enclyned and 

wi th fuI humble cheere" (1. 414); he addresses the formel not 

as a mate but as "my soverayn lady, and not my fere" (1.' 416);' 
, 

he begs for her IImerci" and "grace" and suggests that if it is 

refused Il let me deye present in this place" q.. 423); but 

finally he bases his appeal on the fact that ". . . syn that 

non loveth hire so' weI as l'; Al be she' nevere ot. love me 

behette,/ Thanne oughte she, be myn thourgh hire, mercy,1 For 

other bond can l non on hire knette" (11. 435-438). The second 

sui.tor, explicitly identified as of "lower kynde" , (1. 449), is 
\ 

li! 
clearly less interested ,in decorum than the fir,st eagle, "That 

shal na t be! 1 l love hire bet than ye don, by se in t John 1 1 Or 

at the leste l lOVé hire as weI as ye, / And lenger have served 

hire in my degre" (11. 450-3). ~ One might excuse his agitation 
~ )j 

f 
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1 

because he is, after aIL, the. second to offer h~ love plea, 

but his 4Ovér-cÇ>~J,idence contrasts distinctly wi th the courtly 

humility of the first eagle. The third eagle, after ac~ow-
• j 

ledging the impatience of the oth~r birds a~d suggesting-that 

he will'be brief in his plea, seems to s~eak on until night­

fall. Despite his comm~nsense and perhaps even cynical 

a tti tude towards the second eagle' s .. long servyse", he appears 

humble, ". . . l ne can/ Don" no servyse. 'that rnay my lady 

plese;" (477-8); he, too 1 ~reatens to -die, if he 's unsuccess-

" fuI; but most irnportantly, er aristocrats, 

an eloquent speaker. John Gardner El three argu-, 

ments presented for the formells lov-e: "(1) That the lady 
, 

should consent out of'mercy, (2) that she should consent 
. ' 

because she owes it to her lover, and (3) ,that she should 

consent out of sè;Lf-intèt'es't - in other words, the arguments f, 
1 , ' 

descend from selfl~ss to selfish. 1,56 The eagles are united by 

a belie! in courtly love and br ~eirco~on estate, but there 

is clearly little roorn for "c(mmune profit" in their venture. 

However, when the other birds join in the discussion, the 
, 

s~tle distinctions between the aristocrats seern negligible in 

the face of the differences with the "commons" birds. What .. 
bégan as a contest of ~ubtle love~pleas quickly lo!es 'focus and 

" -
decorum until·a far-ranging, disorderiy argument about I~.ma~: 

• 1 --~ \ 

" is in full. progrêss. Individualized birds becomè'" les8 promi-

nen.t and Ifclasses'~ corne into the foreground. 

If dur~ng the eagles' speeches the audience is~beginning 

/ 

\ 

~~J ~~ \ . '. ,-
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to farget .that the debaters are birds, we are quickly returned 

,to the avian context when "The goos, th~ ~kkOW, and the doke 

" a1s01 50 cryede, 1 Kek kek 1, Kokk6w, ~ quek q-d"ek ! 1 • • • Il 

(-11. 498-9). The gooae, with particular' appropriateness, des-
~ r 

pairs of the proceedirigs, wi th 'the 'wordS, 11 Al this nys not worth 

a f1ye ! Il (1. SOI) and the duck incongruously states, "WeI 

bourded," quod the doke, "by myn hat! 11 (1. 589). Chauce,r is 

satirizing the various estates which were probab1y correctly 
/ 

identified by Edith Rickert as nobility (foules of ravine),-

ci tizenry (1Jlorm foules), country gentry (seed fowl) and merch- ' 
, '1 , 

ants (water' fowl) ,57 but he never forgets ta keep his eye 

C1early~n ~he birds. Pa~liamentary proced~re and legal dic~ion 

~~present so an overall allusion to the British parlia-
/ \ W 

ment is pervasi ve; however, the dictio~, 10<1ic, sentiments, and 

general style ,of eachrOf the speakers distinct1y develops 

individualized human/bird personalities. The terselet falcon, 
• # • 

like the ea'gle suitars, is aristocrat~c anCl :Ldea1istic but. the 

~, confusion of the assembly is beginning to try ,even his patience: 

1 
( 

, . 
", "And therfore pes! l seye, as .to rny wit, 

Me wolde thynke 'how that the worthieste' 
Of knyghthod, and lengest had used it, 
Most of estat, of b10d 1;.he gehtilleste', 
Were sittyngest, forr hire, if that hir lestei" 

P (P.F., Il. 547-551) 

The goose, on t!l.e other hand, is the. spokesrnan for the water 

fowl and she is, .practical to a faul t; 

1 
.' .' • in hire kakeJ,.ynge-
She seyde, "Pes! now tak ke}? every man, 
And herkeneth whioh a resoun l shai forth brynge! 



( 

• 

(~ 

;-
My wi t is sharp, I love no taryinge; 
l seye l rede hym, though he were my brother 1 

But she wol love hym, lat hym love ilnother~," 
CP.F., 11. 562-7) - ' 
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The sperhauk refutes the counsel of the go0ge as readily as . \ 

Troi~us discards pand~r~' simi1aF advice, but one gradually 

notices that the aristocrats are beginning t~ speak. in the ~ 
'--s~ne~ of; the lower, classes. The sperhauk respondsr, "La, ~ere 

a parfit resoun of a g009! Il (1. 568), and later on, the terce-

let exclaims "~w fy, c1ierl !" . / "Out. of the donghil 'éàm 

that word ful right!" (11. 596-7). Final1y, even Nature adapts 

to the c?lloquial and,direct diction of 'the cammon ~irds and, 

in exasperation,interjects, "Now pes," quod Nature, JI,I 

conunaunde heer~" (1. 617). Th~ sentiments and pd:nciples of 

the participants are clearly d,ivided, but gradually one not~ces 

that, in the heat Qf 'debate, style qf speech has generally fallen 

te the lowest ~comrnon denominator. Ironically~ i t is 'tne 
\ 

tu;:tle-dove - the representati ve of the count~\ gentry - which 

maintains both the aristocratie sentiments an style: \ 
~ 

\ 

"Nay, God forbeœe a lovere s~u~4e chaung~! \' 

"Th~u~h • that his lady everem9re be st+aung~ 
Yit lat hym serve hire ~ver, til he be ~ed\ 

~ Forsothe, I prey se nat the goses red, ' 

j1or, though she- Cleyede, l wolde non the ake; / 
" l wol ben hires-, til that the deth me' take. J 

, \ (E..:!.., 1. 582 and' 11. 584-8) 

';i,--However, ~or aIl tb,e idealism eent~ in /,t:be' tu tle-dove t s 
/"- , 

words, 5 8 he makes ~i ttle impact on the issembly and he is 
\ ' \ 

:.----r - " , 
'mocked by the' duck who eynical1y po'inta oà1;. that "Tbere been mo , r,,) . 

"lJ~ 

, t 
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" sterres, God wot, than a payre!" CL 595). ?i.Qal1y,. to remind 
" '.. f , 

the audience of 'the graduaI degradation of 'the' purpose of the 

''Par1e~n-e', ~e spokesman c for "commune, spede", ~e cuckoo, 
\ \ ' 1 

makes i t clear where his \ true inteJ;'ests lié: 

"50 I", quod he, "may have my malte in pas, 
l re'che nat how,longe that ye st:tyve'. 
Lat ech of hem be soleyn al here lyve! Il 

(P.F., Il. 605-7) - ' , 

Vi '," 
It" is clear that there will be li ttle a4rêément in tp.is 

C"[ r't J./ ' 

assembly. 
,. 

,The birds whi?h haved be~n ];Slaced in thé ,garden of 
fJ '.' 

perpetuaI sprin'gtime should orfe;,; mankind an 1;'ex~lé of natural . 
. ~ 

ins~inct succeeding where hpmari reasQIl often 'fai~s., 'As we have 
" . 

seen earIiêr in St. Ambrose's Hexameron and in Piers Plowman~ 

birds wère often seen as possessing a natur~l reason which . 
ensured a harmonious society and 0 "engendry~ge of kind ll

•
59 

. . 
Here, however, the human refinemènts of courtly love which have 

been depicted in the ~dj ace nt qarden infl~ence and overPower 
, ' 

., 
instinct; ·"Oisdayn" and "Daunger" rather th~ "Reasoun",) and 

"Conseyle Il prevail. Thé lower classes of bifds are" treated. 

aondescenditl91Y1 nevertheless" i t is significant that despi te 
~ , ---- ." ,/ '\ .; 

tlieir'ignorance of the refi'tlements of love, "WeI han tb._.Y 
<;t. ~ :- "-

cause tor to gladen of te ,1 Si th ech of hem reoovered hatb, hys 
, '''" . .' . 

:e'~tF:~:~~:::: = :Y.a=::::::Y ;::~t:~':ij:= 
tif Y with ;th~ I?a •• attit~s of the df. go~.e; lt'ndcufff!ff: ' 
i t seems equa.lly olear that ~ there' is dan~ger ~n becominci' overly 

.. , -- ,w , , ... 

commi tted to' 1:1\e subtle~iés of '~e cult' of 'fin ~ -amour,. ':; , , ' 
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Chaucer's audi~npe, one mus~ expect, would readily identify 

159 ' 

with, the ari~toc~:~ic b~rd~ théir dile~~; 9Y the end of 

the pori, hO~~\ is likely th~t the listeners would be 

acutelY• aw~:;;' ~~ :th~ir sympathy , with -the refin~ments and 

subtleties of 'love" ~dS~ to frustrate not only "comIl}une 

profit" but also the most basic necessities of human survival. 

While satire of the_~arious classes is obviously, one of 
" 

the elements of th~ poem, it seems quite certain that this is 

not the.primary theme. The satire is too al~ertcompassing and 

it seems aiÎned. a1:'- humanity in general rather than at particu-
-

lar-classes-. Although the ostensible .protagonists of the poem 
.) . 

are birds, we recognize that· birds actually would not find 
...... 

themselves in the dilemma depictèd here; birds only in so far 

as ~hey are described as sharing human characteristics find 
If 

, '. 
themselves in this frustrating situ~tion. Rather than 

, ~ 

satirizing specifie classe~, Chaucer presents the various 
~ 

estates in order to suggest the ~conflicting attitudes towards 

1-love • Significantly, we are again pre:gented with a favourite \. 

Chaucerian situation: a- group of highly individualized charac-" 

ters with- opposinq points of view are set agai~st one another 
o l\ ' (1 

and their impatience 15 only barely kept in :check by a belea-

guered authority figure. Taking t:lte overall· effect of the 
1, 

" 
scene then ..... a· chaotic meeting Wi th subtle a~d not so s ubtle 

• 1 

cr\ticism ~~~d1Seemingly everywhere - it is difficult t~ 

ima!f~ne that C~rf; is referring te Richard II or John Jf 

'~, Gaunt, in the poem. 
, 
The persistence of cri tics who have 

"J 

, , 

J 
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"" interpreted the Parlement of Foules as,an oc~asional poem, 

however, is significan't in itself, sa it ïs important to .. 
examine one of .these interpretations ln sorne detail. 

Of the 'various'interpretations 50 far set forth, it seems 

that Haldeen Braddy' s is . the most persuasive. 60 Braddy argues, 

that as Chaucer was, on s~veral occasions, a member of a 

delegat,ion formed to negotiate rnarriage tre.aties for Richard , 

II, the ~rlement -of Foules is likely an occasional poem des-

c~ibing and gently satirizing the stalled and frus~rated 
,. 

J' 

negoti~tions for marriage to Marie of France. The subsequent 

"Good Parliament" of 1376 where ,Edward III l Dame Alice Perrers, 
• 0 

-
John of Gaunt, and many of their highl.y placed political allies 

were criticized and .. in some c~es, condernned by the conunons ,. 

would form a prototype for the chaotic and self-seekrng~biid 

Idebate. Braddy points out that as Chaucer was an interested 

~ h f l Id party ~n t ese events, the Parlement 0 Fou es wou have been 

a stimu-lating vehiele for a veiled conunentary on these 

contemporary events. 

There are several prob1ems involv~~ i~. this kind of 
'\·1<11~r· 

interpr,etation, however. In the first p~ace. it should be 
/ \ ' 

stated that there is no necessity for a tOBical interpretation 

as the, poem is more than satisfactory as a p\lilosophical work 

of art.. The political /satires of~r and Langland depend 

on the contemporary al~u$ionS to maJe. th~ poem meanin,gful and , \ 
they are, therefore ,iS~in a different categorY. However, i t is 

true t:hat if topic'al allusion eould be convincingly argueq, 
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l' 

there is no denying that it would add further to our appreci-

ation of Chaucer 1 s artistry. In the Book of the Duchess 1 for 

~~mple, Chaucer combines the topicai and the philosophica1, , 
and 1 the synthesis is, for the most part, successful. Here, 

~ 1 

howéver, there is no doubt that Chaucer was al1uding to " 

Lancaster and Blanche. This reference to contempo~ary charac­

ters and events would accord with the technique used in the 

occasional poems we examined earlier in the chapter. Riphard ~ 
~;. 

; 
Redeless, ~ clamantis, ana The 'Tripartite Chronicle also 

obviously refer to human protagonists ànd even so the poet 

e,xplici tIy reminds his audience of the con~emporary allusions. 

If Chaucer were al1uding to Richard, Gaunt, Marie of Erance, 

and sorne unid~ntified others in this poem, why would he not 

add details so-we could make the necessary connections? One 

possible ~eason might be thq.t there is a very noticeab1e Iack 

of decorum surrounding even the noble birds, and that indeed 
'[ 

the noble birds 'are not altogether praiseworthy. It is 
, 

unlikely that Richard or Gaunt would a,pprove" of their possible 

" portraits in this poem. Beyond this, however, there 'is a more 

\ convincing argument: the topical interpretation of the poem 
\ 
\ ignores Many of the delicate shadings and philosophi<cal 

considerations which have made the Parlement ~f Foules such an 

in_t.~~~ectually stirnulating piece of literature. If Richard 'is 

the f~~f}/sÜi,r, one ~hould ~robably f~rget< aIl the cri ticism 

the;;oem seems to direct towards the suitors who appear to 
(J 

",~ë li tt1.e' regard for "conunune prof! t Il • 

( \ \ -
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It seems likely, therefore, that Chaucer had no intention 

of writing~ an occasional piece. Topical allusions were almo6t 

always explicit in medieval satire and there is nothing in the 

poem which would point to this kind of reference. Beyond 

this, Braddy' s topical interpretation would undercut sorne of 

the delicate, ironies which rai se the poem to a philosophical 

level. While it is clear that the nopility would not normally 

object were the y depic+ed as eagles,~ the-.speeches of these 

birds and the context wherein they are placed would hardly be 

a compliment' to Richard or Gaunt. 61 On the other hand', i t is 

possible that the parliamentary dïscussion and situation 

indirectly alludes to Chaucer's perception of the Good Parlia­

ment of 137 , but pushing the allusion too far seems counter-

Chaucer attended Parliament as a knight on 

severaloc asions and was familiar'with the wrangling of the 

estates; h~~ was equally familiar with the joys a~d frust~tions 

of marriagEi negotiatiàns - in one ca.s!= the negotiations l;)roke' 

down, in a40ther the 
" 

bride-to-be died, and finally the nego-
" / 

tiations fpr Anne of Bohernia were successful and led to a very 
li 

happy rnarzriage. , In a very general way, the Parlement of 
/ 

Foules would be 
J 

a topiell poern: rnarriage negotiations 1 l.,ike' 
- i 

the ones rurrent in fourtèenth century Englanà, were frustra-

ting. FO~ Chauce], however, the love debate would be quite 
, : ~ 

distant ~rom his concerns 'for., aristocratie rnatch-rnaking. 
i 

Length of service, intens:lty of passion 1 promises of Il tt'outhe" 
! 

wou~d not be deciding factors in medieval aristocratie 

~ 
~ 

1 

) 
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. \ 

marriagesi the real eonc~~ns would be ~ffairs of state, dowry, 
1 

treaties, and inhe~itance. In other w~rds, if Chauce~ were 
, .. 

truly alluding to the marriage negot~atjons which he partici-
1 

pated in, this whol,e courtly "demande dl amour" would be an " 

ironie commentary on the pragmatic political and economie 

considerations of ,royal maFriage. 

It would seem, then, that we "")rofit most from viewing 

the Parlement of Foules as a work emplbying the bird fable 
, 

convention in its broadest. context, rather than specifically 
) 

relating it to oqeasional or limited topical issues. In this 

respect, the highly developed individuality of the bird 

characters, the tension between their specifically human and 

avian characteristies, the poem's intellectual fo~us on the 

question of "love", and the overall irony of the treatment of 

the "classes" creates a work which expands and then r.ises 

above the traditional usage of the literary convention. In 

turning to' the "Nun' s Priest 1 s Tale", w~ see another aspect, 
, 

of Cha~eer's mast~ry over the bird fable convention: his usage 

of the birdjhuman double perspective to .illuminate and unifya 

multiplicity of topics and points of view. 

As we have seen in the preceding ?hapter, bird imagery in 

the "Nun 1 s Priest' s Tale Il varies from the obV'ious te the 

subtle. In 'the first i:nstance, trans:Ëerring the pretagonists 

from the human to the bit"ci level serves to p,rotect the 

narrator from the anger of those listeners he fs satirizing. 
1 

1 

The priest. is, after aIl, an eceles ias 7: under the domination 

\ . 

\ 

\ 
\ 
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of a ferna~e superior, and'throughout the tale ne cautiously 
.. 

reminds' his listeners that, "My tale is of a cok, as ye rnay , 
, ' 

heere, / 'l'hat tok his conseil of his __ wy'f I-"wi th sorwe 1 Il and, 

"Thise been the cokkes wordes, ,and :qat myne;" (11. 3252-3 'and 
\ ' 

L' 3265). Furthe~ore, by using birds as characters the 

author opens the possibility of personal allusions from outsid~ 
, 

the tale itself when human characters are' de~cribed in terms 
- è' 

of inciÇientaL.b,ird imagery. When, in the "Epilogue to the 
1 

c' 

Nun' s Priest' s Tale," the pries,t_ narrator is described as 

'having the eyes of a bird, a large breast,and long neck (11. , 

3456-7) ~~n b~ expected to cbnnect this character i;n some 

way with the birdccharacters of the tale. Beyond this, however, 

by depicting the pretensions and foibles of the pilgrims in 

terme of barnyard birds strutting around their hen coop, their 
" , 

affectations are mocked and shown to be ridiculous. This 

double context of the bird and hurnan is not, howe,ver,- a hap­

hazardly employed techniqu~~ we tend to expect a lÔOse mixture 

of animal and human traits in animal fables and tales but in 

actual faèt an artistic, subt1e use of the' technique is 

relat~yely rare. To be successful, the author must keep his 
- -1" 

audience conscious simultaneously of both the human and animal 

features of his main' characters, and the readerjlistener is 
o ' 

\ 
\. 

constantly forced to accept the action in terms of a shifting , 

focus which views Chatmtecleer as a proud and erudite· ' 

chevalier looking "as re a grym leoun," (N.P:T., 1. 3179) 

but hen-pecked by ~s wife with the words "Have ye no mannes 

.. 

\ 
\ 

- -- \ 
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herte, and han a berd?" (N.P.T., 1. 2920). This mixture, of 
. 

animal, bird,and human features. is a subtle extension of the 
- l ' 

techniques which we find in the monsters of The Tripartite 

Chronicles, The Divine Comedy, and in the margins of rnedieval 

manuscripts • While.--L-tor the most part, Chaucer does not employ 
) 

the technique with the sarne sense of moral 'indignation that we 

expeet was felt by his contemporaries, it would be a m~stake 

to ignore the moral an4 intellectual implications of the 

technique he· is employing. Certainly humour is one of his 

main concerns, but much of that humour is derived from the 

incongruity of a bird, a human,or an animal attempting to 
-

raise, lower, or shift.itself from its proper place in the 
• 

hierarchy of éreation. In the "Nun' s Priest' s Tale", Chaunte-

cleer is a comie character in that he seems to not only aspire 

to the human level but also' beyond the level of his human care-

takers; a more profound level of the s~rY~ howevér, ,charts 
,f 

the dangers of excessive pride generally so his outrageous 

pretensions réflect the hazards of i~tell~ctual, moraL and 

social 'hubris. 
, 

The setting for the fable is an animal world where norm-

ally the irrational predominates. It is the shock of seeing 
Ir 

the hieràrchy of creation set on end -, the eru,ditiOn, rhetoric., 

colour, intellectual ability, classical heritagej an'd articu-
1 

lateness.of the barnyard ~nhabitants is fully juxta.posed 

wi,th the human prot 

large narnelesp, 

. \ ~ '--" 

who, in.this' ale" are by and 
\ -

history'-., non"'i~tellectual, 
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.colourless, and inarticulate - that provides 'both the comic 

p~rspective and the incongruity of the situation. This dis­

proportion is a highly important the me in the poem; the poet 
~ 

uses high rhetoric to adorn a low subject, and while pretending 

to take the light seriously, he takes the serious lightly. 

Consequently~ despite the rhetoric, classical allusions, 

intellectual debate, quoted authorities, and appeals to,destiny, 

; we are constantly reminded that we are viewing an insignifi-- , 

cant event which norrnally merits only passing attention. 

The "Nun's .Priest's Tale" can obviously standOon its own 

and apart from the oth~r Canterbury Tales. Chaucer has not 

provided us with ·a portrait of the Nun's priest, sorne ele~nts 
\ 

in the transitional links have been ques~ioned,62 and we are 
" 

~not even certain where the tale fits into the work as a wh9le. 

Nevertheless,it seems clear that Chaucer did intend each tale 

as a dramatic monologue w~~in a'large~ dramatic fr~ework, 

and it wàuld be a mistake ta-regard the "Nun' s Priest' s Tale'\ 
, 

as an exception. ,Much of the force of his fable is direqted 
• 

towards his fellow pilgrims and their tales, and it is impor­

tant to discuss briefly sorne of the Priest's satirf~al victims 

in order to ill us-trate the use of bird imagery in th'is tale. . 

The Nun's Priest's tale is presented dire~tly 'after the 

Monk t s dreary catalogue of woes. The M~nk' s appearance and 

bearing suggest anything but austerity, cel~bacy,and temper­

ance :--±he 11 Genèral Prologue" descr1bes h~im as a weal thy l 

independent,and worldly individual with a'dèfinite sensuousness 

, 
/ 
" 

-~.-
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about him that is suggested by 'his love ~not, his love of 

venerie atid his "prikyng and . huntyng for the hare" 

(1. 191). The Host, interpreting the Monk's outward appear-

ance, approaches the cleric with levity and first calls him by 

the name of the 1ustful monk of the "Shipman' s Tale ~,6,3 and then 

adds a more explicit suggestion of the Monk's "lust" 

l pray to God, yeve hym confusioun . ,r-' 
That first thee bxoughte unto religio\.m!" ",'-
Thou wo1dest han been a~~redefowe1 'aright. 
Haddestow as greet-a leeve, as thou hast myght, 
To parfourne al thy lus~ in,engendrure, 
Thou haddest bigeten fu)., many a creature. j 

(Prologue ~ ~ Monk' s ~, 11. 1943-8) 

Perhaps it is the levity of these remarks plus the earlier 

depiction, of the 1ustful Ïnonk in the "ShiRman's Tale" which 

prompts the Monk to his lengthy and, for most audiences, 

monotonous list 6f'tragedies i1lustrating arr a1most mechanica1 
o 

sense of "fortùna" and "necessitee". Seemingly drawn from a 

grab-bag'of exempla designed for use within, sermons, the Monk's 
, 

tale wo~ld be 'appropriate for a cleric who has ~andoqed 

worldly ~mbition, and one suspects that this monk is 'attempt­

ing to 'counter ~uspicions based on his aristocratie and 

worldly appe~rarice. Instead of '~quyting" his detractors, he 

offers a catalogue"of conÇlensed histories illustrating the 

medieval.sense of tragedy: 

The harme'of hem that stoode in heigh degree, 
And fillen so that ther nas no remedie 
To brynge hem out of 'hir adversitee. 

,(Monk's Tale, 11. '1992-4) 

.. 
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The Host and Knight finally intervene after seventeen such 
, ' 

histories be~?Use the company is'becoming depressed and 
'i _ _' 

probably bored. Unlike the pilgrim Chaucer, the Monk will not 
. 
try another _ tale so the Nun' s Priest is asked to offer" " swych 

thyng as may oure he~tes glade" ('Prologue' to N.P.T., 1. 2811). 

The Priest seems to have been intrigued by the Hast's 
. \ 

- "t~,..dèfowel" reference and describes a r'Pock who is clearly a 
- , f 

", 

match for our worldly monk,64 or one/"of his tragic victims 
/ 

'~cept for -- the fact that Chauntecleer is st,iJ.l only. a cock: 

In/al the land" of crowyng nas his peer. 

His coomb was redder than the fyn coral, 
~And batailled as it were a castel wali 
His by1e was blak, and as the jeet it shoon; 
Lyk asure were his legg~s and his taon; ,­
His nayles whi tter than 'the :lylye flour, 
And lyk the burned gold was his colour. 
This gentil cok hadde in his governaunce 
Sevene hennes for to doon al his pleasaunce, 
Whiche were his,sustres and his paramours, 

(N.P.T., 1: 2850 and'll. 2859-67) 

\. 1 
Just as the Monk is a monk y,et is not what he is.supposed to,. 

be, Chauntecleer' is a cock who is presented as a human but one 

who mates with his sisters: each is depicted as an incongruous 

mixture of appearance land<re~lity. Furthermore, Chauntedl~er 

is fu11y as proud and prosperous as any of the Monk's tragic 

protagonists: he is sa obviously at the top'of Fortuna's 

wheel that he seems to in vi tè disaster-. But the whole questi"on.. 
< ~ 

of destiny, fortune, premonition, and free choice is put into /, 

a comic pe~spect~ve by,the Priest: 
• 

,(1 
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o destinee, that mayst nat been eschewed ! 
Allas, tbat Chauntecleer fleigh fro the bernes 
Allas, his wyf ne roughte nat of dremes '! 

(N.P.T., 11. 3338-40) 
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Instead of a protagonist such as the MonR's King Cresus whose 
1 

premonitory drearn - correctly interpreted by a woman - fore-

shadows the King's broken n~ck 'as he bangs from a tree, we 

substitute a regal cock whose nea~edy occurs under many 

of the sarne circumstances. In this latter case, however, the 

~ransfer to the animal world moves the whole concept of per-

sonal tragedy into a higher and larger realm. Just as the 
~ , 

cock~ttacked by the fox can be readily see~ as a normal part 
, , 

of post-lapsus nature, 'sa tragedy ,from a heavenly perspective 

is, accord:lng to Boethius, a positive part''''of God's plan: 

Only to divine power are evil things good, 
when it uses them sa as to draw good effects 
from them. All thing& are part of a certain 
ordèr, so that when s~w.e:l;hi,ng ,mov~s away 
from its assigned place, it falls into a 
new order of things. Nothing in the realm 
of Provi'c:1ence i,s left to chance. 65 

transfer of the action to a barnyard-
" 

Be~a,use of 

setting, the u~ience is given aIJ approximation, (;)f the insight 

of a heavenly perspectiv~. Our Priest insists.that he does 

_not wish to discuss dream prophecy or en ter the debate be'tween 
, 

Augustine, Bradwardine, and Boethius on the nature of free-will 

and determinism, but h~only defer&,after an extended debate 

on dreams and a lengthy s~ary o~ free-wil~ and determinism 

arguments which serve to point up the, limited perspective 

• presented in "The ,Monk' s Tale". By drawing "high tragedy 
'\ 
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\ 

dream prophecy, Fortuna, free-will,and tragic protagonists to 
-------.,. 

the level oÎ a barnyard dispute between 'the relative merÏr ts 

of recourse to "auctoritas" or laxatives, the Priest very 
1" 

effecti vely "quytes Jt the Monk. Furthermore, the Priest 

emphasizes the \human/bird double perspective by pointing out 
, 

that Chauntecleer is obviously neglect~ng his GOd-given 

" '" instinct as he tries to approach the realm of human ration-

ality. The cock instinetively knows to crow at the appropri­

ate times of the day, yet he seems to base his schedule dn 

precise astrologi~al m~~~ments: 

t By nature he knew ech ascencioun 
Of the equynoxial.in thilke toun; 
For wh'an degrees fiftene weren ascended, 
Thann.e crew he, that it myghte nat been amended. 

o (N.P.T., 11. 2§SS-8) 

. 
In the same w~y, the cock instinctively knows to flee from 

,~e fox but, because of his human-like pride, he ignores his 

natural knowledge ~ succumb to the foxls temptation. By 

free choice Chauntecleer aspires beyond his' bird nature and 

much of the emphasis on determinism and ·'·destinee" is thereby 

undercut. 

In discussil)g the Pttest' s tale in relation to the 
, \ 

Prioress ~ i t is weIl' to remember, the peculiar situation of 

"this sweete preeste, th.i,s goodly man sir John" (Prolo of 

, ,N.P.T., 1. 2820). Although a man of,obviO,us inte+lectua1 

jability in a posit~n of 'responsibility as the prioress' 

'spiritual counsellor arid confessor, the Priest ls chafing 

under the rule of_his e,cc1esiasti~,al sup~rior. 66. __ The, Priest, 

J 
1 
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) 
/ 

almo 
• '67 ' 

a misogy~ist throug-h his profiess1on, would have his 
l.. \ -, / " 0 

wors prejudices confirmed through hts cont~ct witfi-the Prior-

ess ~ eyond this, to retain his humility and s~~ervience 
.!*.l''~ 

despite his scorn, would be particularly demoralizJ.n.~·: The 
d' "'-tn. if 

prioress 1 portrait in the "General Prologue Il , •• ~~veals a woman 
. - - • 1 

who, with probably the best intentions in thë' wprld, is'doirlq 

her be'st to synthesize the style of the nunnery and the 

" chivalrie romance: 

• she was of greet desport,' 
And ful plesaunt, and amyable of port, 
And peyned hire tta" countrefete cheere 
Of court, and ta been estatlich of manere, 
And to ben holden digne-of reverence. 

. . 
Ful semyly hir wympul pynched was, 
Hir nose tretys, hir eyen greye as glas, 
Hir mouth ful 'smal, and therto' softe and .reed; 
But sikerly she hadde a fair forheed1 . 
It was almoost a spanne brood, l trowe; 
For, hardily, she was nat undergrowe. 
FuI fetys was hir cloke 1 as l was war. 
Of smal coral aboute hire arm she bar 
A peire of bedes, gauded al with grene, 
And theron heng a brooch of gOld ful' sheene , 
On which' ther was first writ"è a crowned A, 
And after' Amor vinci t omnia. 

(Gên,.Prol. l' 11. 1·37-41 and 11. 151-62) 
~--

., 
Clearly this is a woman who wou1d not ~~_~f Plac~ in a 1 

,court1y romance; and when i. sir John" ~uggests that his beast 
, '!!I" 

f'ab1e is as true as Il the book o~ Launce10t de Lake, / That 

" wommen,Jlolde.)in. fu1 ê3'reet reverence" (N.P.T." 11. 3212-3), \o{e 

.~derstand, that the Priest is r.f'dicu1inQ ~~re~-s'ï credu-' 

li1ty as ,weIl as her court1y readinq matter.. ,~ore~nied_~ 
\ ------

çri tieism -i~-'Presented-::when the\ Priest modifies his 1ikely 

Yt' 

1 • 
, " 

~_ , ' 1 
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s6urCès68 and transfo~s the prosperous tarme~ ,- Constans de 
, t 

Noys in the Reynard,cycle ~ into the'idealized figure ,of the 
\ ' 

temperate widow. The description of the Prioress in the 
, , 

"General Prologue" 'offers an interestinq acc~urit of the Nun' s 

'diet: 

, 
At mete wel ytaught was she with alle: 
She leet no morsel from hir lippes fa l'le ,. 
Ne" wette hir, fyng;,es in hir s,auce depe; 
Wel koude Shé carie a mO~$5e1 anp. wel kepe 
That 'DO drope ne fille upon hir,. brest. 
In curteisie was set fuI ~uchel,hir lest. / 
Hir over-lippe Wyped .she so clene' . \. 
That in hir coppe ther was n~~erthyn9' sene ~ 
Of grece, whan she dronken hadde hir draughte •.. , 
Ful semely after hir mete she rauqhte. , 

[,'\', . . . . 
\ " . 

Of smale houndes hadde she that she fedde 
With rosted flessh, or lt\ilk and waatel-breed. ; 

(~.~., 11. 127-3~ and 146-'7)" 

. ,The widow, who provides the human context of the tale, and 
, . 

her yard, which offera a 'microçosm for our barnyard aiisto-
'~ 

, cratic characters, toqe~r present a striking con~cast to 

... , 

, \ 

.' 

the 'prioress and her environment. 69 In the sante way ~at the -1 

.. ' .., 
Parson and the ~lqwman provide a J~ind of e.thical, nom 'for the 

. 
canterbury pilg-rims, ~e widow presents ~ ide.lized V~mp~.wn 

wi th~ the t'ale: 

Th~s wydwe" of w~ieh l' eelle yO'8 MY ~al", 
Syn :thilke ,:l,.y that she was laat ",a wyf, 
In pac,i~nce lad4e a ~ul symple ly!, , 
For lij:~1- was: hir eatel _and hir rente,. 

'il ~-housbona~ie of sw{ch as God hire sente -, :-~_., 
----......::t--'7'!Si:-he:;:--fz:o .. ond hi:-sel! and eek' hir doghtren two. 

~hre larg-e sovee hadde she,' and namo, 
Three k~.lll and .41K.~~ __ j:bat,,_bJ..gbte- Malle. 

-"111 a09fY wis' hi.re bour ;4 eek hir halle. 
In whien ahe eet f.ul. a aklendre l'Deel. 

, ,,' .P.:'tI 11. 2825,:",33) .-
, 'r' , ;' 
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The widow' s dijat offers a very explicit contrast to that of 

the Prioress: 

Of poynaunt sauce hir neded never a deel. 
No deyntee -morsel ..passed thurgh hir throte; 
Bir die te was accdFdan t to hir cote ." . 
REapleccioun"ne ,made hire· nevere siki 
Attempree diete was al 'hir phisik, 
And exercise, and hertes suffisaunée. 
The goute lette hire nothyng for to daunce, 
N'apoplexie shente nat hiL heed. 
No wyn ne dranke sne, neithèr whit ne reedi 
air bord was served moost with whit and blak,­
Milk and broun breed, . n which she foond no lak, 
S~ynd bacoun.l' and som , ail ey or 1rweye; "'" ~ 
!'or She was, as \i t we e, a ,maner deye. . ~ 

" '(N •• T., 11. 2834-46) . . .~ 

Within othis miniature agricultu;-al world of a ,"yeerd 

. enclosed al abou:te/ Ni th stikkes, and a drye. 'dych 

173 

withoube," (N.P.T., Il. 2847-8), the Prioress has been trans-
~ , 

formed into Pertelote, ~e regal lady who' is first among the 

'. 

-

hens. Agaln the ;>ird imagery pricks the bubble of ,the victirn' s 

~ffectatio~s of .courtly style, and the incongruity of the 

humaft;bi,f~ doublet pe:r::~pectivè poitlts1 up" ~e incongruity,!"of the 
• \~. :, ~', ~. l.. 

Nun casti~g herself.as a secular courtly heroine. Beyond 
jf l, ....;. 

• ~ 1 

~ this, Pertelote t's ~endency to "hen-peck", bel:Lttle, and advise , 

her 'h~~band{ !:cicely .suggest~ that., f;~~ the Priest' s \pin;"Of' 
~ . 

v.ie~, the' priora'ss has usurped the male' S p,roper fole in the 
n~tura'l worlel of creatio~. ~O Pertelote' s 'medical advice" ><9 

, 1 /' 
a .. C' "C J ~ '" 

which was originally, apprOved by the critics, has lately been{ 

'I.!' f l '. l \ h' i own to·u~ au ty ~n severa ~espects ~ t e most mportant 
• • .-9 .. l, l "'.. ç" 

bein 'that t:'fje c~ulative effect of .al?l her medicines .wQul-d; 

~ h~v~' p vidd a ~morè' certain death for IChaùntecleer than 

,~",j • 1 
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Daun Russell himself. 71 
.-... 

Id l h''\, . h Ii; wou seem, then, that at t ~s po~nt, w ether the 
( . 

Pr.iest originally,itntended to identify Chauntecleer with him-
\ 

~eif or not, he is led by his s,tory and its parallels to his 

own situation ta a cer-tain degree of self-'cri ticis,m -and wish- . 

fuI thinking. It is likely that' at Ieast sorne members of the 

a'tdience had suspicions about the reclationship between the , 
Priest and the Prioress for, accordip~ ta Eileen Power, it 

was generally accepted by tge laiety that a priest stationed 

h 72 in an- abbey had se;xual rela ;tons wi th. the uns . Obviou~ ly , 

the Host interprets the story this way: •• 
• • .', if thou were seculer 1 .-

Thou woldest ben a trede:-foul aright. 
For if thau have corage ~ thou hast myght, 
Thee were nede of hennes, as l wene, 
Ya, moc. than seven 'tymes seventene. 
See, whiche }:jraunes hath this gentil preest, 
So gret a nekke', and swiE;:h a large breest ! 
He lokèth as a sperhauk with his yen; 
Him nedetlf nat his colour for to dyèn -
With brasile, ne with greyn of Portyngale. 

r (Epilogue to N.P.'T., 11 ... ,,3450-9) 

oJ~ sus~~cts that because the Pr~e~t knows that the Prioress 
OJ 't 

regards"l:".,tlle worlq; through a prism of courtly romance, "sir 
• j _ [ 

John II has transfarmed their relationship into qne which is 

the logical exte'n$ion of the' Prioress' world view" One might ( 
Q 

expect as weIl that,. on one level, the Priest perhaps enjoys 

picturing il~mself with his seven "sùstres and his paramours" 

(N. P. Ti,' 1. ZB61) , 73 p~avidihg fo'r them, \.s~ging his morning 
,,: ,/ 

duet "My lie! is faren in londe" às an Il aube" or matins, and 
l 

.. '" 

,1 

, 

,; .. 
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keeping his ,fivour,ite, the presumptuous and aggressive Prior-
<5: 

ass, in her proper place. In fact, the patri~tic fathers 

were ~ery clear in their identification ot:' the cock as a sign 

: for the priest. Mortimer Donovan and c. H. Dahlberg both argue 

for an allegorical interpretation of the "Nun 1 s Priest 1 s Tale~" 

and between them they list a large number of patristic 

f t th k mb l f th . t 74 Ah' ;-e erences 0 e coc as a sy 0 0 e pr~es. s t ~s 

material has been so weIl researched already, , we will 1imit 

ourselves to the influential words of Hugh of St. Victor:: ' 
, ' 

~ . Gallus qui superpositus [onr- the church tower] 
~aedicatoJ;'es repraesen tat,. Gal-lus enim, noctis 
profundae pervigi1, horas ejus dividit cantu, 
dormientes excitat, diem appropinqùan~em praecinit; 7S 
sed prius seipsum verbei'e alarum ad can,i;andum excitat. 

" 
Accepting this interpreta~;i.on of the .coqk on one 1~.ye1) of the 

" 

bird fable, i t i9 consistent to view the widow through the 

extensive tradition provided by the patristic fathers who' 
r 

"-

'fI employ t~e "poor widow·'_ ~s ~.~ __ ~llegprical sign for ,the ~hurch:, 
.... : ",' 

•• or- omnis Ecciesia'-~una vidua est, ,deserta in · 
hoc saeculo.76 . 

\ . 

• The courtly manor of Chaunteclèer and Perte10te is ostenstbly 

the Abbey wherein the af~ted behaVio~r :nd worldly activi­

ties 'of the Prioress are found: but, the larger sphere of the 
~ . C 

Church. symbolizep. by the widow and Lier farm sug,yests that 
~ /' -\!~I 

j.ust as the incongruity of a rich henveoo.P within a humble 

farm. i5 both ~ridiculous and a distortion' of vai+, so also 
. , 

lis the rich and sophi,sticated Abbey w,ithin the ecclesiastica1 

''-.... 

" . 

. j 

), ' 

1 

i 
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world an inversion of the di vinely ordained hierarchy of beïng. 

Finally, however, one would not suggest that the tale 
l, 

'should }!te seen' as cor:,fession of illici t sexual acti vi ty. There 

is no evidence in The Canter,bury Tales to suggest thàt the 
. 

Priest is actually indulging in sexual license with any of 

the nuns. We recognize, for example', that a Chauntecleer-

like priest 'would be an unlikely candidate for a third",:,rate 
1 

mount, lia jade ••• bothe foul and lene" (Pro,loque- to N .P.T., 
1 

11. 2812 and 281,), and it seems qui te ce~tain that the Priest 
. ' 

would not be so int-ent on A3atirizing the prioliess' couli'tly 

aspirations if he too w~~e partaking of the worldly 1ife. 

Névertheless, Chauntecleer does become a\ least a half-
1 

hearted alter-ego for the pries~, and it provides him with' the 
l , 

opportuni ty to refashion artistica1ly his humble and modest 
• 

world, and to correct both what he considers a distortion in 

,the heavenly ordained natural order of male/fema1e re1ation-
Il 

ships,' and the God-inspir~d hierarchy of' Chu;rch anq Abbey. 

One is tempted, h owe var , to $peculatè whether tfi:ê(,~ 
_ ~ ~ ~ .. ~ _ _~ ..... _ ' \ ~l 

~riest's enthusiastic use of -rhetoric, satire, and ,tPpinted 
\i " 

digression will soon'lplaée him in the same vulnerabl,e position 
. 

that Chauntecleer found himself because of his obsession with 
l-

his own ~ice and his crowing. Wè know that the pilgrims are 
'; 

" very sensitive to the fact that their tales' and conversation 

can leave them open to reprisaI, and 'the Manciple's tale of 

the crow is clearly related to this problem. The Manciple 
1 

makes the mistake of o~en1y insulting the Cook a~d tncurring , . 
1 

" • ," 
1. 
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~ 
his anger. The Host reminds the dishonest steward that the 

Cook may retali~e if he i8 so nded so the Manciple molli-

.fies the Cook wi th' anpther drau wine and when he tells 

his tal~ qe shows, that he hàs earned his lesson. He tells 

the'~torY of the ,~row which l' blackened and loses its song 

when it tells Phebus that hi wife has committed adùltery. 

The moral 0 f the tale i s ~ / 

"My sone, be war, ~d be no on auctour )1ewe " ' 
Of tidynges, wheith~r they been false/or trewe. 
Whereso thou come, amonges hye or lowe, 
Kepe weI they tong , and thenk up6n the ,crowe ft:' 

(Man .TF '11. 359-362) 

~ 

, -' 

, 

One suspects that the Nun' s Priest, like the Mancip should 

heed his own "morali te" • " 

The're is, however" another probable dimension to 
IJ 

moral of ~he priest's bird fable and it is one which r~tu s 
. 

us ta the drarnatic conrte~t of The ~anterbury Tales and t \ 

Priest 1 S reaction to e other pilgrirns in~the company. We 

might look again 

tale advanced by 

e semiological interpretation of the 

Donovan. 77 The fox i~'seen as a heretic 

(see figures five) and devil who has enter:;ed the 

Chur ch which is sy olically represented by the barnyard of 

the poor widow. The cock i5 representatlve of the priest or 

alert Christian who, in this case, has been blinded by flat-
" 

tery, weakened by vanity, and negligenc~ ~f dut Y , but is finally 
, " , . , . 

saved 'by a return of true .Jtnow1edge and moral conscience. 
" . 

DonOvan, however, makes no attempt to, show how this "moral-
, 

itee" might,fit into the la:cger context of ~ Canterbury 

, 
/' 

,. 
" , , 

/ 

&~ 
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FIGURE FOUR. 

Carved~ figures in 
Abington Manor, 
Northampton. 

Reproduced in 
Kenneth Varty,­
Reynard the~: 

! S tudy Ei the Fox 
fu Medieval 
English A:rt 

----r-
l 

(Leicester: . 
Leicester Univ. 
Press, 1967) pl.82: 
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The wood carving of a pew-end in Brent Knoll Church, 

Sornerset. Reproduced in K., Varty, Reynard the Fox, pl. 128 
" 
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,imagery relates to the tales of the other pilgrims. l would 

sugge~t that al though we cannot be certain of the exact 

order of the tal.es,78 we can relate the "Nun 1 s Pries1=-I s Tale" 

to the "pardoner 1 s Tal.e" and argue that the Priest' s 

allegory o~"Christian, Church, and heretic constitutes either 

a foreshsdowing or a comment,ary on the Pardmner' s money­

raising ploy. 1t will be recalled that the Pardoner, hirn­

self described as an interesting mixture of monstrous animal, 

bird, and human i'mageiy, reçounts a very professional sermon 
, , \l 

'which displays his impressive oratorical skil1s. One woul.d 

expect that this he'rc~tic is makin=g a considerable impression 

on his audience until, h~, like Daun Russell, opens his mouth 

OJlce too often as he tries te bilk the Host and the ether 

pilgr!rns. With his eyes full.y open to the evil of this mon­

ster 1 the Host responds furieusly: 

\ 

"Nay 1 nay !" quod he, "thanne have l Cristes curs 
Lat be," qued he, "it shal nat' be, so theech ! 
Thou woldest make me kisse thyn olde breech, 
And swere it were a relyk of a seint, 
Though it were with thy fundement depeint !, 

(~ . ..!.., 1'1. 946-50) :,,' 
i 

the Pardoner learns belat dly to keep his mouth ~ shut: . 

• 
This Pardoner answerde n t a word 1 , 
SO wrooth he de ne wolde he seye . 

• , 11. 956 -7) 

1· ' 
pardoner" tells ry bèfore that of the Nun,' s 

,riès't, then l would, sugge@t that the Priest ia 'Offering a 

humiliation, if the 

• 

, ' 

\ , 

-; 
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---'-p-a-r~d-o-ner's tale is after-that of- th", 'priest:"\~n it would 

, . 

-appear that the Ji>ardbner has taken the chaff, and forsaken the 

" fruyt" of the "Nun' S' Pries t 1 S Tal~". 

We see, then, in our study,of the "Nun's Priest's.Tal~" 

an amazing variety of' obvious and subtle usages of the bird 

fable convention.. The Nun' s Prie~t employs bird' images so 
$'"' • 

that his criticism remains anonymo~s and yet the im~gery 
./ 

functions as a distinct elernent of his tale, in and of 
. . 

i tsel f. However 1 through using these images he is ·'enabled to 

conunent on his fellow, pilgrims: the Monk and his t?lle, the 

Pardoner and his tale, and the Prioress' in te'rins of her con-

trast to the widow and similarities to Pertelote. The impact ~, 

of the "Nun' s Priest 1 s Tale" lies not only ln the originali ty 

of the use '-of the' co~vention, but in the arti~!:ic econorny 
. , 

which- this device ali-6w~. ,By this we mean net only the 

quanti ty of topies discussed in a brief tale, but also their 

meshing one with another, and espeeially the meshing of the 
~ .{ - ~ 

bird fable conven tien as a whole wi th the semi~logical conven-

tion discussed in the previous chapter. In the "Nun' s 

Prie,st' s Tale", i t~ is the unifying àspect of' the bird irnagery 
, , 

which carries the hallmark of Chaucer's brilliance. 

In sununary then, Chauoer seems particùlarl.y i,nt~rested in, . 

developing a complex and subtle bLrd/human double gerspécti ve 

which on one level satirizes hurnans for their ina.b~li ty to 
, ... '1 ~ (* 

ri se above petty worldly donce~ns, and on another level 
:' 

suggests the' intellectualOconoêpt of the "I!lonstrous 1t 
- à 

---
\ , 

,; 

',' 

, ' , 
, ' 

, " 
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mixing of divine1y ordained species wh,ich reflects an incon- " 

gruous'oonfusion of priorities and purposes. In the Parlement 
fj 

of Foules, the birds which shou1d norma1ly mate wi thout; - . ~ ----' 

" diffic~l ty are frustrated to the ex~enEt that they aEe influ­

enced by human values, and in the "Nun s Priest 1 s Tale ", the 

~ck' i5 ,in mortal danger; when he a1low is n~ural ins:tinct 

to be usurped by his attempts ta assume human stature. Bird 

imagery' ill the House of ~ is' slightly more' compl.icated as 

the charactel's he~e are sometimes elevated and sornetimes . 
,fi 

debased wh en _ they are gi ven wings: t;he human beings in the 

House o~ Rumour ~re depicted as ôirds as they chatter about 

their "love-tydynges", yet the eag1e is given a contemplati~e 

supe~-hurnan perspective because of his abi1i ty to fly high 

above the earth~ 

~The human/bird double' perspective,. nevertheless, also 

sugges,ts a hybrid sense of the mo~strous; In Troi-lus and 
.... -t::, 

'Criseyde, Pandarus war~s agaihst the technique which Chaucer 
, -Nf 

. , 'fj" l ' 

and his contemporaries, use to such advantage: 

"Ne jompre ek no discordant thyng yfeere, 
As thus, to us et}' termes of phisil<: 
In roves 'termes; hold of thi matere '" 
The forme alwey, and do 'that it ,be lïki ' 
For if a peyntour wolde peynte a pyk 

, With asses feet, and hep.e i.t' as a.I1-. ape, 
\ It corde th naught, so ,riere it but' a 'jape." 

(!f..!a9. Cr. II, 11. 1037-43) 

As we have seen, Chaucer employs an "explidit sense' of the 
. 

"monster" when, fQr example, he eompares Cha~teèleeX' to the 
> ',,' \ , ' ' 

s;ren,' ,when h~, d4i!piets' the, Mill~.r in 1terms of a spw and a f~x, 

~ ~ , 
\ , 

" ~. ',' ~ 

," 

, 
" 
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" 
and whejl he s ur"rounds th 

• 
Su~oner w;th irnagery derived from ,/ -, .. :::< 

various species of qird • 

ant effect of ma;rntaini g 

Beyond this, howev~r, the discord-
, 1 

a precarious balance between the 

human and the avian fea ures of a protagonist forces the 
, 

audience to question th Imoral, social, and intellectual 

interests and prioritie of the pybrid character. In the 
j .... 

Parlement of F6ûles, for example, the spirIt of Il cdmm~e 

profi t Il is temporarily undermined by the incon,g;ruÇ)us j uxta-­

position of the anticipated natural, harmo,nious bird 'xna'ting 

and the actual, chaotic .!!!l amour love debate; in' the "Nun ' s 

p:r;-iest f S Tale li, the human pre tensions of Chauntecleer and 

Pertelote lead to both a potential barnyarQ traÇtedy a~ we~l 

as -a eontemporary re-creation of-'the' Fall in Eden when Adam 

and Eveaspired tp become like the gods. 
" 

On a more familiar .level of the fable, Chaucer seems to 
" / " 

avoid specifie poli tical allusions in "favour of a more ' 
, 

genera~i~ed ~nQ depersonalized satire of politieal and'social 

situations. The long-Fange effect of the P,arlement'E! Foules 

is philosophical but that, of course, aoes not exclude polit-
-

ical dimensions, to interpret th,e poem in ternis of curretlt' 

political figures, however, runs the danger of blurring 
J ~ .../ l' 

, ' 

ex~ctly those subtle philoso9hical dimepsions.and distinctions' 

which rai se the poem above its immediate time and place. On 

the otqer han4, personal topical al:lusion in the" "Nun' s 

~riest' s ~alén ls ,qu±~ differetlt matter; 'here ,~e frame filef' 

referenee ls the mierocosmic world of ~ Ca~terbury Talès 

.. 
ï 

, " 
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and the fable' s :°-applicatIon ta various pil9'ri~does not 
" 

under~ut the philosophical dimensions of -the story out rather 

contributes ra pramatic un.ity and verisimili tude to the wo~k 

as a whole. '. 
Chaucer does not signifi,?antly al ter the bird fable 

convention; as was demonstrated earlier, he had inhe~ited a 
. 

convention which was fully legitimized, and which easily 

combined the -funct!Î..on's of teaching and ,entertaining. What 

Chauèer does accomplish is the full exploitation of the 

convention's major-elements, an~~an e~a~sio~ of the p~ri­

meters of, the convention, which allows for a maximum of' 
, ~ , 

artistic economy, t~e uni~ioation of ~ multiplioity of what 

~ ini tially appear as disparate elements, and the J;llerging of~-
) 

this convention wi'th other tradi tionl=l of bird imagery. 
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NOTES' 
/ 

1 His Most· ,complete statement on the mediaval ae;sthetic' i~' 
found in ~ Pre faoe .§2 Chaucer, passim. _ ,..,_1"1 \ 

2 Se.e; for exampl'e\, Ovid Moralisee and L.K. Born, "Ovid and' 
A~le9'ory", Speculum, ix (1934), 364. St. Augustine used' , 
Virgil throughout his' oWl\ writings and conséquently leg±ti­
mized tne cl'assical author for the Mic;14le Ages. Sèe Robert-
son, Preface, pp. 337-8.- -1 

... - ' 

-~ See St~phen Manning, "The Nun" s'priest.' s Moraiity and the 
Medieval Attitude Towards Fables,", JOUl:nal 2! Enqlish ~ 
Germanie Pniloloqy 59 (1"960) 403-16, p. 408. 

4 l'n Contra mehdacitum, / l .13. , 28, Augustine defends Horace f s 
fable ol the mice and in 1.2.6, -he denies tha t Aeaop' s fables 

.~ are !'lies Il • 

" 

../C ... 

5 MacFobius" I?P. 86-7. 

(6 r::~OS~OOd, trans. Boccaccio 2!l poetd,. W~~~Merrlll Co., 1956), pp. 49-50. \ 

• 
" 

(Indianapolis; , 

7 To simplify a very complex philosophical 'd~fference, one 
might suggest that Aristotle rejeots the dualism of Plato 1 s 
philosophy of Immortal Forms and, rather, sees the evidence' 
for these Fonqs as something wi thin each sensible o~ject.< - , ) 

'8 Klingènder, pp. 346-50. 

9 M.- o. Chenu, p.14. 
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12 It takes only a cursory 'lLk 'throl1\Jh Belen WaddeU's 
Medieval Latin Lyrics (HarmOndsworth: Penguin Books, '1:952) to 
recognize the fascination with an.imal imagery evident in the 

" 

, 

, l ., 

o '-" . 
.. 

poents of the, fourth ,century Ausianus (e'.g.,& "On Newb10wn 
Roses" 'pp~ 37-9) and Alcuin' (e.q.', "'rhe Strife Between Winter 
and Sprin<t',· pp ~ 93-7). 1 The Old· 'English Cjuthlac A deseriPes 
the ascet~c saint in the compahy~=of anill@Is ana 6Irda who 
have come to pless him much as they were 'eo.J.ater congre qa te , 
around St. Francis., ' ~" . 

13 M. -O. Chenu, p,. 1.29. 
William of Conches. 

14 Folk-lare and mythology are important, as weIl, of course.' , 
One ,reeognizes many folk':'lore e1ement,a in thè Medieval beast 
fab1e", and there Ipan he little doubt tbat the' verY ,positive 
reception of the ani~l. protagoniste va..' to some extent due 
to th~ :populari ty of animal. motifs in" CeJtie, continental" and ~ 
even I~~en tal folk tales • Bowever, i t is very uneenain 

f whe~,x: th~ birds ip these storieti:;are goda, "represen1:~t.ives 
of godl', or- cateqorizing and.. structuring el.ments. As the 

" thesis, i~ concerned wi. th con.cious con1i'entional featureBJ of 
the bird fable', it seems appropriate to minimi..ze mytholoqi.cal 
and folk-lore' motifs. 1 0 

, l 

,'" 
l...... 

l5 • "'\. '~1 
Kl~ngender, pp; 35 -9. 

. l' 

16 ~lin~ende~ .. ' ~ Thi~ W~8 a very pOPula; theme and one also ~ 
finds it in The ;Boke of St. Alb~s and' Albertus .l'Magnus' 
~"animillibus.', 0 "-,""" 

'" 
17 See chap. I,~ If'Bac;:kgrti>und:Classical and ·Cbrist.~an", pp. 30-4, 
4l-3. 

18 One mi9h~ po~sibly exc~pt "Son'g h%ur Time" in T~ Wright, 
Politica'l Sa. and Poe~ (London: ROlls Series, 1859') and 
,tfië "be!lingë0':EJië e'at èpisa~El'in Piers flo~n "~" tëx,t, 
Prol. ll.14t1iB'4. . r, -j. _ ,', 
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~9 Tractatus civili domiliO' 111, 15-16, Mirour de l'omme 
i,' 13 ff, ii, 841 ff; Arlcrene Riwle transe M.B. Salu (London: 
Burns &'Oates, 1955), pp. 86-94. Beryl Rowland lists' and' 
describes many examples of beast~ used as s~mboJ.s of vices. 

" See Blind Beasts .. pp. 18-19. " 

'. 

\ 

\. 

.. 

, 
\ , 

20 " 
Cited by Rowland, Blind Beasts, p. 2.8. 

\ 

~ 
See chapter II, pp. 89-90. 

2\see chapter l, pp. 14-6. 

23 \ 
63-4. thapter II, pp. 

\ 

\ , 

"'-, ~ \ 
'~ \ \'------, 

~------24 Georgics, Bk. IV. 

, 
25 W 11iam Langland, Piers the' Plowman and Ricliard the 
Rede ess, ed. \Rev~ W.W. Ske~(London: Oxford University Press, 
1886 , Passus xi, 11. 344-9. 

26 William Langlànd, Pas sus xi, 11. 334-5. 

\ 

27 William Langland, Passus xi, 11. 368-9. 

28 See Klingender,' pp. 351-9. 

( 
( 

, 
) 

) 

, 29 T.H. Whi',e, The Bèstiary, p., 154. , 

- 1 } \~. , "..\ 

30 Cited in McCall and RudllSill, "The Parliament of 1386 and 
Chaucer' s Trojan Parliament 1, Journal 'of English and ~rmanic 
Philology, S8 (1959) 276-88, pp. 279-8~ ·Thomas Brinton 
Ca contemporary of Chaucer a ~ Bromyard) describes parl.iament 1> 

'in term$ of an assemb1y of rats and mice. See McCaJ.l and 
audisill, 'p; 281. ' '\ 
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31 R.B. Workman, John Wyclif (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, "-
-1926) If p. 210. ~ 

, , , , 
\ 

1'88 

32 Hera1dry developed, in \~ngland and Europe in the twe\fth 
century, and un1ike e,arlj,~r symbols sûch as the Roman eagle 
or the Athenian owl, heraldie insigrrîa -dé!.~ignated individual 
families. As such, i t i5 an important field of study for 
those interested in personal allusion in the Middle Ages. 

33 "On King Richard's Ministers", Politioal Songs and l'oems. 
vol. l, pp. 363-6. 

" - ~ 

34 Eric W. Stockton, The Maj or Latin Works of John Gower. 
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1962) pp. 489-326. 

1 1 
35 ' See R.M. Wilson, The Lost Literature of Mediev~l England. 
(2nd ed. London: Methuen & Co~ Ltd., 1970), pp. lS7-208",passim. 

't -~ , 

36 -R~v. W.W. Skeat, ed. Piers the Plowman and'Richard the 
\ ' ----RedelEiss, vol. l, pp. 615-:-6, pass}.ls III, 11. 13-32. 

37 Rev. W.W. Skeat, pp. 616-7, passus III., Il. 37-85. 

38 "Purgatory", XXIX, Il. 108 ... 14. 

39 Ci ted by Robertson, A Preface to Chaucer, p. 154. For the 
concept of the philosnphical "monSter", l am generally 
indebted to ~obe rtson • 

\, 

, 40 See chap. l, p. 20-l. 
/.. 

( , \ 

41 Cited by Robertson, ~ Preface !2 c,haucef, p. )54. 
\ 

• 4Z Curtius briefl~ diseusses this topie as "The World Upside­
down" (European Literature', pp. 94-8.) 
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43 Eric w. Stockton, trans. The Major Latin Works of Jolln 
Gowe r, pp. 61- 2 • 

189 

4~ The I1istory of Reynard the Fox, trans'. William Caxton, ed. 
N.F. Blake. ' Early English Text Society, no. 263 (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1970). Caxton's version of the 
Reynard stories does not include aIl "the existing stories, 
but it is a very representative sampling. 

45 See E.P. Evans, Animal Symbolism in Ecclesiastical ~, 
pp. 185-213, passim for additional examp19fo. See also Kenneth 
Va,rty's Reynard ,the Fox: ~ Study of ~ !2! in Medieval 
Eng1ish Art, (Leicester: Uni versi ty of Leicest~r, 1967) passim. 

46 l am indebted 
ana1ysis of the 
See pp. 23-4. 

. , 

to Beryl Rowl'and' s Blind Beasts for the 
similes attached to the Pardoner and Alisoun. 

47 
T.H. White, The Bestiary, p: 144. , , 

48 Sq. !. 11. 505-620. 

49 See' Koonce, The Tradition of ~, p. 252, rte 139. 

50 H.F. 1. 734 and 11. ~8-9. 
( 

51 "Cha'1cer and the con~ention of Birds as Inte11ectua1 Signs", 
pp., 73')(,: "-, 

52 "Chaucer's Windy Eagle", p. ;255. 

53 These poems are ,discussed in "Chaucer and the Convention 
of' Birds-and;-Love", pp. 205-9. 

\ ;. 

54 "Chaucel1. and the Convention of Birds-and-Love", p. 207. 

55 Bath the catalogue.s of trees and birds suggest the dualistic 
or binary nature of the structure and theme of the poem as 
there are harrnful and va~uable elernents in each Hst. This' 
parallels the negative qescription of erot\i.c love and the 
posi ti va account of spiritual love which are bath con tained 
in one garden 0 f love. 
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56 The Life and Time,s of \ Chauce r (New York: Random HOUS~,­
J:978)pp-:-2"17-8. 

57 liA New Interpretation of the Parlement of Foules," 
Modern Philology 18 (1920), p. 5. 

L 58 l . . t . h t ~s kn erest~ng t at 
of the country gentry is, 
Tales, possibly even more 

the turtle-dove as a representa {ve 
like the-'Franklyn in The Canterb 
"refined" than the aristocrats. 

/1 
59 Chap.I, pp. 21-3, and Chap.III, pp. 128-9. 

60 Ha1deen Braddy, Chaucer 1 s Parlemént of Foules in i ts 
Relation to Conternporary Events. (New York: Octagon Books, 
1969). More recently, John Gardner re-introduces Braddy's 
theory as a partial explanation for the Parlement of Foules. 
(The ~~fe ~ Times of Chaucer, pp. 218-220.) 

·61 JOhnl of Gaunt seems to have been particular1y sensitive to 
satire. In 1377 when lampoons concerning Gaunt were posted 
around London, the unknown authors were excommunicated by the 
Bishop of Bangor. See R.M. Wilson; The Lost Literature of 
Medieval England, p. 196. 

62 There is sorne question as to whether Chaucer intended to' 
cancel the "Epilogue lt to the "Nun 1 s Priest 1 s Tale It as these 
1ines are not included,in aIl the manuscripts and they 
partly'restate attributes~earlier ascribed to the Monk. The 
critics, however, are divided on this issue, and the epilogue 
fits in extremely weIl with the tale so l accept the lines 
as intentional repetition. 

63 Itprologue to the Monk 1 s Ta1e lt
, 1. 1929. 

"" 

9 4 There is a great deal of aThimal irnagery associated with the 
Monk generally. He i5 very fond of hunting the hare, he is 
dressed in fur, "He ya,f nat of that text a pulled henl That 
seith that hunters ben nat hooly ~e~," (Gen. Prolo 11. l77-8), 
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and liA fat swan loved he best of any roost" (Gen. Prolo 1. 206). 
The cumulative effect of all these references links the Monk 
to the fox as weIl. 

65 The Çonsolation of Philosophy, Bk. IV, pr.vi, p. 96. 

66 R.M. Lumiansky'}- in Of Son4rx Folk (Austin: University of 
'Texas Press, 1955) pp. 105-112 , provides an interesting -
summary of divergent critical opinion on the relationship 
between the Nun's Priest and the PriQress. For a closer look 
at a possible prototype for the Prioress, see Ei~een Power, 
Medieval Peoele (London: Methuen, 1924~ pp. 73~95. 

" 
67 The Priest, no less than the Clerk of Oxenfordt would note 
the Wife of Bath's-comments on the ecclesiastical attitude 
towards women. See Wife of ,Bath' s, "Prologue", Il. 688-710. 

68 The best study of sourcEis for the "Nun' s Priest' s Tale ", 
is- R.A. Pratt, "Thrée Old Fi;:ench Sources for the Nun' 5 • 
priest's Tale". Speculum, 47 (1972) 1 422-444 and 646-668. 

69 St. Augustine idealizes widowhood as an exemplum of man 
who has awakened tQ the vanity of worldly life and abandons 
the life of the passions to gevote himself to God. See , for 
example 1 Bnnarrationes .. in PsaIms., èXXXI, 23; and Of Holy 
Virginity in Nicene andPost .Nicene Father's l,' vol. 3, pp. 441-
454. See also J.B. Friedman's article, "The Nun's Priest's 
Tale: The preachel!" and the Mermaid 1 s Song", Chaucer Review 
7 (1973), 250-66. Friedman .points out (p. 256) two typical 
e~empla of'widowhood in the sermon compendium of Nicholas 
Bèzon. ' 

70 On another level, this ill-advised (1IVifely advice would b~Î,---; Î< 

a reply to the Wife of Bath and to Chaucer' s "Tale of r 
Melibee" • 

71 C.--E. Kauffman, "Dame Pertelote' s Parlous Parle", Chaucer 
Review 4 (1970), 41-8. .' . 

72 Eileen Power, Medie~al English Nunneries (Cambrtd~é: 
Cambridge University Press 1 1922) pp. 144-5. ' 
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~73 In 'the fourteenth century "sustrè" was already used to 
refer to a' nun. See O.E.D. en;try under "sister", No.~. 
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74 Donovan argues t'hat the cock symbolizes the priest or the 
alert Chris1;ian and the 'fox is the devil or a heretic.\ "The 
Morali te of the Nun' s Priest' s Sermon", Journal of English 
and Germanie Philology, 52 (1953), pp. 498-508.' Dahlbe~g 
also espou,ses a "patristic" interpretation but sees in the 
figure of Daun Russell a symbol of a Franciscan friar who 
tempts the secular priest, ,Chauntecleer. "Chaucer' s Cock and 
Fox'f , Journal of ~nglish and Germanie 1?hi~Ol09~, 53 (1954) 1 

pp. 277-90. ~ 

75 "The cock placed on the churc:;}t tower represents the 
preachers. The cock, for instance, is ever watchful through 
the deep night, apportions the hours wi th his song, wakes the 
sleeping, sings to the approach~ of day, but before waking 
others it must beat itself on the .sides to wake itself ta 
crow." . (My translation) ~ , 

76 Augustine, Ennarration~s in Psalms, C~XX~I 23. "The who le 
Church is a widow deserted in this generation. Il (My trans­
lation) See also Bede, P.L. XCII, 379; Glossa Ordinaria, 
P.L. CXIII; 261; St. 1\mbrose, P.,L. 'XVI, ·3; Isidpre, P.L. 
LXXXIII, 128; A~??in, P.L. C, 6~ For these referenëes I am 
ind~~ted to Dah~erg and Donovan. Dahlberg takes the syrnb~­
lis~ o~ --1:liii!'-ctrûrch further and parallels the ~idow' s \. 
"yee\rçl'. • • , enclosed al aboutel wi th stikkes, and a drye /} 
dyChXrithoutt~," (N.P.T., Il .. 2847-8) with The Song of Songs /, 
(IV;{j2) where the bridegrdom (Christ)· calls the bridé (The 
Church) "Hortus. conclusus . . . fans signatus." 'The "drye 
dych" further emphasi zes the deserted nature of the ,Chur ch in 
that it contains no living water. "Chaucer' s Cock and Fox", 
p.~ 286. 1 

77 "The Moralite of the Nun' s P~iest' s Sermon", above p. 175, and 
note J4, p.192. 

7 8 -...~--~~--. , 
See W.W. Lawrence, Chaucer qnd ~e canterbury Tales, (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 195~~ pp. 90-118 for a 
S~~ of critical opinion on the ord,r of the tales . 
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CHAPTER IV 

1 l 
Chaucer and the Convention of Birds-And-Love 

The Convention of lÜrds-And-Love: 

To attempt ta provide a provenance for the convention 

associating· birds, human love, Ancl. spring beiore it appears 
.1" .. , 

in Pervigilium Veneris and çanticie of~Canticles is truly 

ï tempting; for the most part, however, unless one sets up an 
" \ ~ 

, anthropological > stud~ of a particular closed society and i ts ' 

relation tO'rbirds, one finds oneself talking of the ol5vious: 

in spring birds return\ to more n<?rthern countries to mate, 
" , 

birds sing te;> est?lblish their terri tories and to attract a 

mate, seed is sown in the fields, hurnans feel warmer, more 

mobile, and rejuvenated - num~ro,us anthropological ~classics 

spring to mind. For our purposes l think it i5 enough to say 
\ 

that birds ark related to h~an love primarily because: (1) ~ 

they are closely related to spring, being one of the ear'liest 

forros of weather prognostication; (2) 1!hey are' very visible 
b 

and àudible il! -êheir rnating habits; (3) man characteristically 

'wishes to align his Most strongly instinctual drives ta 

nature; (4) the bird's ab11ity to fly suggests a freedom of 

,mm/ement and a spontaileity which to Many might suggest the 

b 1 f' l .' . aundless nature 0 love. In thïs chapter we w111 try tb 

recognize and isolate frequent themes-1 -forms, and ideas in 

the bird~-and-love imagery of Medieval poetry and then' , 

examine Chaucer' s poetry in the light of this protèan 
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com,"ntion. 

As pointed out earlier, the copveption of birds-and-love 
, , . 

that the medieval poet inheri ted from the. classical world . . 
• 

generally ernphasized the[~ tragic' si,de of human ~ove. 

Pervigilium Veneris, par\iCU-larly , is not a celebration of 

love' and spring, i t is a 'llament. The Canticle oJ Canticles,. 

" on th@ otber han(j, must h~ve been.a potent force relating 

birds, spring, and joy~ul human love - even alllltnowledging the 

primary interpretatio:g;. of the poern as a love-so~g between 
. . 

Christ and His ChuJ;'ch. - -'"The early Christ:i..an wri ters, however, 

did have reason~ to ignore this straight"-forward birds-and-

love topos: pagan celebrations of Mithra, Isis., Magna Mater,. 
. 

and rna~y o~hers were stil~ practised in Europe,. and the early 

medieval poet would be cautious of a convention which glori-

., fied spring,. sexuality,. and biids c10sely identifie.d with 

'I! 
pagan goddesses. 

~ 

Consequently' Christian authors played cl wn 
. 

the erotic aspects of the the me , and rnost \ adap.ted i t to the r 

own religious contexte 

"In the early Christia~ centu~es we find that the' bird is 
~ 

generally rernoved from the spring setting and i t becomes an 

ic~nographical symbol 9f divin rnystery. As wé obse.J;:ved 
1 

eàrlier, St. Au'gustine and St. strong authority 

for this sernio,logical conventio. In a paralle 1 fashïon, the 
2 ~ , 

spring song is replaced by the Ea ter hyrnn,. and instead of 

rejuvenation of the earth,. we find rejuven9-tion ".of the spi ri t. 

As a resul t, there is ~ li t1;le evidence of the birds and erotic 
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l.ove convention. in early rne,dieval poetry'. An interesting 

variation on the convention is found, hbwever, in Paulinus 
, 

l.95 

of Nola' s (ca~. 353-431) ,"Ver avibus voces aperit, mea lingua 
1 

suum ver" which reèognizes the, power of the spring, birds,' 
-

aI\d love convention and adapts it to a Christian orientation: 

Spring opens the voices of birds 
My tongue calls St. Fel.ix' Day its spring, 

For in this light even the winter is flowering 
'j For joying~ peopl.e. Let there be ---black chilI 
/ Around win:try frost, ,the year' hardened in whiteness; 

But still, the li<:1ht withi'n kindles happy joy 
Which creates this spring inside m~.d.~ 

Sadness fs gone, exiled from the hea~; 
The winter of' the soul is over. 3 

The festival. day of, S,t. Felix ia January -lA, but the .empiric9:l. 

reality of snow, frost, and ice count 'for nothing a~ihst the-. 
spiritual springtime of the warmth of divine)~ove. Instead 

of the sympa th~tic relationship between lthe seasons and man 

where spring renews or evokes l.ove in man, Paulinus reverses 

the convention and melts the ice an~ snow of ~inter with 

~piritual love. The narrator of pervigilium Veneris is drawn 

spi~i t,ually and phy,siaal.ly into an actual spring scene 

complete with mating birds only to find himself alienated 

from love and rJTlore frustrated than ever; but, for Paulinus the 

absence of actual spring bird-sQng is of no real concern for 

the birds .are ~ present in the description, if not in fact, .. 
and the poet is fully integrated_ into the spiritual spring: 

(' 
r 

Jus~as the gentle swallow acknowledges friendly days 
And the whi te' bird darts on bl.aék wings 

And the turtledove, kin ta the kindly pigeon, 
With finche.s makes 'Ç>ushes resound with spring song -

~;!~ ~ .. < .. : 1 j \ .... ~'l 
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Each' darting m~te rrow among' the rasping heàges, 
But soon with ~spring come back, they will aIl be 'glad, 

With songs as varied as the colour of their winCgs -. 4 
1 • 

'l .., 
Furthermore, there is no need for actual bird-song when the 

spiritual spring of St. Felix' Day turns Paulinus himself 

into a singing bird: 

Now happy spring is reborn for me with th 
Now-' Î must laosen my mouth in song, intonin 

rejoicing,; 
my prayers, 

Blossoming in fresh new strains., 0 
My Christ, satisfy this thirst for 

What seems clear from a reading of this poem 

association of birds, spri~g, and love still 

l my.tleart ! 
ly, spring ! 5 

that the 

a great deaJ. 

of vitality - anÇl. how could it not considering the frt that 

the pagan religions which ~mphasized the the~es of fertility 
fi ' • . 

were still practised. Paulinus, however, moves from the 

éxterna! to the internal world and from sexua~\ to spiri tUàOl 
\ 
\ 

fe.t;tili ty _ It is not surprising, therefore, that the spring 

s!=,ng is replaced by the Easter 1~ng because foJ\ the Christian 
\ 

~ the resurrection of Christ' becornes the a1l-impottant 00.11 
\ 

for humanity's spiritual renewal. \ 

'It is really only in the Caro1ingian' period .:Ilhat we again 

begin to ,see the convention of birds-and-love tent.at~vely 
" , 

move back into a secular .Ji.Qherè. Wilhelm, in fact, states 
1 

that the "Carolingian poets reintroduced the' nature lyric to 
. " 6 

western li terature." 
. / 

Alcuin, for example, wrote several 
( , 

poems which avail themselves of the bir~s-and-love convention , 

although their final intent i9 complicated by the fact that 

, . 
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) < 

the~ scholar apparently made a \ practice of 'referriJlg to his 
• 

students using the names of birds. 7 Thus, ,although thesê 
-< 

poems recognize and develop the convention of birds-and-

love, the cuckoo and the nightingale are less birds th an way--

ward students. 8 
;- , 

On the other hand, Alcuirt' s ,"DJ,alogue 

Between Spring and Winter" seems ~es's, likely to be about his 

students than the others i and ~hile the poem does not ./ 

explicitly relate the·'arrival ot' tl)e cuckoo with hurnan sexual 
~~~-~ -

renewal, the bird is definitely. ass~ciated with fertility, 

warmth, _and love: 

l wan t my cuckoo to come wi th the happy blossoms; 
Let him drive away cold, this long-time Îriend of .the Sun; 
Phoebus adores the cuckoo when the days are long and· ser.ene. -- '. 

Let the cuckoo come wi th flowé+,s \ in his be·ak, ministering 
. honeYi' 

Let him build up his mansions 1 and sail, on a halcyon sea 1 

Engendering offs'pring and brightening happy fields. 
o . . 

No, let the cuckoo come, sweet frienêfl of the shepherds, 
And let the gladdening seeds burst forth on our hills i; 
Let the cattle have pasture, let peace réign .over the 

meadows 
And branches green lift parasols for the wearyi 
Let the 'go~ts come to barnyard with udders swellinc.; wi~h 

milk, 
And the birds salute the ,Sun with their ,varying songs. 

Jo For aIl these reasons, com~ now,--m:Y cuckoo 1 come ! 9 
You are now my sweet love," a most welcome guest for aIl. 

However, even -the poems addressed to his students· attest to 

the contlnuing vitality of the convention of birds-and-~ove 

for it~is not obvious from :the .poems that he is aptually 

lamenting the 109s\ of a novice. Alcuin i~ adaptill,-g an already 

1 
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\. 

established convention to his own personal needs. 

It i6, however, in .!h! Cambridge Songs. manuscript" a . 
collectIon made in the eleventh century but containing poems 

composed in the <tenth, that we find three poems which point 
~ \ 

to the different orientations of the convention of birds-and-

love in the l-ater Middle Ages. The first one, IIVesti unt 

" silva ,teneraco ramorum" f is truly in the Christian tradition 

which uses the bird as a sign to expla\n the meta~hysics of 

the Church: 

/, 

The woods are dressing thtair branches 
With tender spray 1 weighted with fruit buds. 
High overhead the ~igeons are crooning 
, Tunes for. us aIl. ' 

o / 

The turtl.e-dove' SI groaning; the thrush sings lushly; 
The age-old cry of the blackbird twangs againi 
The sparrow 1 s not quiet 1 but high under the elm leaf 

Strikes wi th a chuck le. 

But none of these creatures is like the bee, 
DWho embodies the iÇleal of chastity -
Only Mary, who carried Christ in her womb 

Untouched by man. ~O ,> 

As we have already s~en 1 this use of the bird as an icono­

graphical symbol of di vine mystery was prevalent throughout 

rnedieval literature, but here it draws much of 'its en-e'rgy 

from the fact tha t the semiological image i6 incorporated 
o 

J 

\ 

into a tiâditional bird~-afid-Iove contexte Another poem in ','-~ 

the collection, "Iam, dulcis arnica, veni toI: - ostensibly a 

dialogue betwe~n - a man and a woman' - is heavi'ly indebted to 

Canticle of Canti.oles, bu1l the religious imagery is 

\ 

,1 
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huntourouSly applied ta a' sect1:lar si-tuation. The male 
1 

speaker' s enth1.l,siasm is~ not even slightly lessened by the 

appea'rance ct Philomela as he here attempt~)td seduce his 

mistress wi th' talk of spring, birds, and 'love. 

Girl: 
l walked alane throug~Lforest spaces, 
Delighting in those hipden places i . 
How often l fled the -vulgar classes, 
Trying- to -avoid the common masses. 

,/ 

_...Man: _ 
Snow and ice are no more to be s~.en. 

, Phil.omela high takes hér part-; ---C
~~ Flowers and 9'rass' are .growing gr~en .. 

'C.) Love bums -i~ the aa~ern, ~f my '~eart. 

<1~ dearest on~, please qon 1 t delay ! 
Be eage.r - yes, .. love me right away ! 

, Withoùt you l just can' t fend'; l ' 
We must carry our love to the' end. l 

Î , 
\ 

'The poem' s adaptation ot the Canticle of Canticles does 

presage thé- movement from 'the allegorical to the,., literal, 
.. 0 
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t -

and from, the spiri tual t'o the ero,tic, that the bi.rds-and-love 

.' convèn;::ian is ta €àfè in the succeedi,ng cen:uries. And then, 

with "Levis exsurgit Zephiru~" we fin4, we have come -fuI,] .. 
\ 1 

cirele back to 'the Pervigilium Veneris' tradition. The poet 

laments that while spring has awakèI).ed joy and love in the 

natural world and that (birds 'are singing 1 somehow, he has 

been"left in a spiritual winter: 

Now Zephyr' s rising Ii~tly 
While Sun cornes 'on more brLghtlYi 
Now Earth is opening up har lap . 
And ~ve~thing's aflow with sap_ , " 

\ , 
1 
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Scarlet Spring cornes walking out 
With gaudy clothes'wrapped ab~ut, 
Sprinkling land with man y flowers, 

-Hanging fronds on woodland bowers. 

Four-footed beasts prepare their lairs 
While nests are formed for those in air; 

'"1 
On every br~nch among the wood 
The fowls afte singing: joy is good. 

"But what my ear~ explain to me 
And what my eye~ force' me to see -
Alas ~ - in the mid~~ of this happiness 
Fill me instead wi th' sorrowfulnes-s. 

For here l'm sitting aIl alone, 
Considering life, as'white as stone, 
And ,the minute that l lift'my head 
Every sound and sight is fl'ed. 

Q 

You at least, for the sake of the Spring, 
Go out and walk, considering 
The fronds and flowers and the grain -
This soul of mine is ~ick with pain. 12 

- f 
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To summar:i.r2;e then, one can recognize that by the eleventh 
- , 

century there were several influential permutations within 

the convention of birds-and-love. In the early Christian 
l~ 

_ centurïes we find that the spring ~ettingO for this convention 

.is transforrned in to Easter and instead of seasonal renewal'. 
• D 

suggesting fluctuations of '~oy and despair, youth and'old 

age, gain and loss, we find a movement beyond tempor~~ty and 
""-

into sacred time'In a perpetuaI Eden or-Golden,Age. We have 
\ 

chosen Paulinus of Nola as a representative f~gure of the 
n 

Christian lyricists not because he is truly typical, but 

because he extends the ecclesiastical tradition to its 
, • JJ - .••• ~ .. 

Ji ",,; ~,~, 
logical limi t: springtime becornes a _state of mind sust'a.i.ned . . 
by a knowledge of the new order ushered in by Christ. . In the 

.... 1 
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eighth and ninth centuries a much~rnore straightforward use 
CJ 

1 

of the êonvention is employed by Alcuin. Here we find a 

clear, sympathetic relationship between the renewal of the 

natural world, the sound of bird song, and the revival of 
v 
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love in the hurnan sphere. Finally, in the Cambridge Songs of 

the tenth and èleventh century are heard the two notes which 

are 50 often sounded in the yroubadour use/of bird imagery: 

erotic love replaces spirit?al love and the poet, like the 

narrator of Pervigilium /veJeris, begins to recognize tha~ he 

is alienated from the simple joys he observes in nature. 

In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries,' as we move from 

Latin to, vernacular treatrnents oz the convention, we recognize 

ra very clear emphasis on erotic fin amour, alienation, and 

dialectic, and a movement fram birds as important background 
./ 

features to major protagonists, arbiters, and guides. 
f ; \, 

The twelfth century troubadour poet Bernart de Ventadorn, 

for exa~ple, runs the gamut of modifications on the convention 

"of b'irds-and-love. One first finds the anticipated 

correlation~'k>f rnicrocosrn and macrocosrn in "Can l' erba fresch' 
1 

e. lh folha par" : 

When the new grass and the leaves come,forth 
and the flower burgeons on the braneh, 
and the nightingale lifts its high 
pure voiee and begins its song, , 
l have joy in it, and joy in the flower, 
and joy in myself, and in my lady most of aIl; 
on ~very side l am enclosed and girded with joy, 
and a joy that overwhelms aIl other joys.13 

This poern commences with a boundless joy ,whieh'is antieipated 

/ ; 
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by a natural scene ~omplete with birds and bird-song; the 

--remainder of the poem, however

le 
reveals the tortures of the 

j f 
g 

poet's un~fessed love~ his ear fàr his mistress' re~u-" 
~v-
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tation, his detaçhment from the normal sphere of activity, # 

and his inability to meet with his lady. The final stanza 
/' 

reflects the fact that the poet has made a startling shift 

from the expanses of the natural scene into the enclosed 
\ 

garden of fin amour : 

, 

A lady deserves plame 
when she makes her lover wait too long, 
for endless talk of love 
is a great vexation, and seems like a trick, 1 
because one can love, and pretehd to everyone else, 
and nobly lie when there _are no wi'tnesses. 
Sweet lady, if only you would deign to love me, 
no one will ever catch me when l lie. l4 

Ther~fore, in an attempt to break dow~ this barrier between 
" 

nat~re and court, Bernart composes a secular ver~ion of 

Paulinus of Nola' s "Ver avibus voces aperi t, mea lingua suum 

ver" ': 
\ 

My heart is so full of joy 
it changes every nature. 
The winter that cornes to me 
is white red yellow flowers;' 
;ny good 1 uck grows !' 

with the wind and the rain, 
and so ~y song mounts qp, rises, 
and my worth increases. 
l have such love in my heart, 
such joy, such sweetness, 
the ice' l ~ee is a flower, 15 
the snow, green things that grow. 

Nevertheless, despite his .bold attempt to impose the micro-

cosm o~the macrocosm, in fact the mistress is absent, the 

! 
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_ 1 
des ire unfulfilled, and the lover is again reduceq to abject 

misery: \ 

l get good hope trom her; 
but that does me little good, 
because she holds me like this, poised 
l,ike a ship on the wave. 
l don't know where to take cover 
from the sad thoughts that pull me down. 
The whole night long l toss and turn 
on the edge of the bed. 
l bear ~ore pain from love 
than Tristan the lover 
who ~uffered many sorrows 
for- Isolt the blonde. 16 -

() 

His only chance would be to emulate the mobility and freedom 

of the bird, so when the bird is finally introduced, it does 

not signal the return of spring but rather it becomes a symbol 
/ of the poet's futile attempt to enable his body to follow 

his spirit: 

Ah Gad couldn 't l be a swallow' <.. 

~nd fly through the àir 
, 'and come in the depths of the night 

into her dwelling there. 17 

So again, despite the invocation of spring or the quasi-

spring, the poet returns to an awareness of his inability to 
1 ~ 

take part in the renewal of life and love that is seemingly 

50 simple in the "natural sphere. Furthermore, it is this 

therne which animates Bernart' s most famous poem, "Can vei la 

lauzeta mover" : 

Whèn l see the lark moving 
its wings in joy against the light, 
rising up into forgetfulness, letting go, and 
for the/sweetne~s that cornes to ~t$ heart, 

falling 
\ 

), 
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alas, what envy then cornes over me 
qf everyone l see rejoici"ng', 
it makes me wonder that m~ heart, 18 
rig~t then, does not melt with desire. 

Paulinus of Nola is anticipating a d1fferent type of love, 

and when he calls on God he, himself, becomes the spring._ 

birdi Bernart's fin amour, on the other hand, .places hirn in 

the position of the narrator of Pervigiliurn Veneris who 

remains envying the situation of the birds. 
""''''-t''- ~ .. ..-
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The cent~al problern addressed in the late medieval forro" 
~-~ 

of the con~ention of- birds-and-love lies in the_arnbiguous 

nature of pa~ionate, erotic love itself. The ~oets of the 
\. ,: 

Middle Ages who wrote of erotic courtly love are perpetu~lly 
~ , 

in the hell of unrequi ted love, secret unspoken love, 1ack. " . 
of lovel dying love, contested love, or cruel inconstant 

love. Unfortunately, suffering appea~s to be the meat of 

passionate, erotic lovei we find elernents of~it in Canticle 
_ 0 

of Canticles, (despite its happy conclusion), it is the 

primary theme of Pervigilium Veneris, and it appears in almost 
... ' 

aIl of the love poetry of all ages. At its most cynical 

level, this idea might be summed up by Ovid's: 

19 Her who follows l fleei her who runs off l purs~e. 

Wilhelrn's perceptive cornmentsoon the theme of unfulfilled' 

love seern significant in this regard: 

•• marriage (absolute fulfillment) is death 
ta lyric poetry, is the end of romantic love, 
whether the lover be Ovid or Sappho or Bernart de 
Ventadorn. In a sense, the finest lyric poetry 
begins with sorne unattainability on the part of 

.' 
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the object, 'wi th a tension between what' is 
wanted and what is not had. S6crates was.' 
keenly aware Df. this paradox'whe~ he defined 2 
Love in the Symposium as lack, not fulf~llment. ,0 

But perhaps this i~ too extreme an attitude to take to h 

rornantic love _, I.t" may be that i t is enough to 
" 

the late medieval use df the conven~ion of ~'ds-and-love, 

the most striking 
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theme re~ults/f~om the juxtaposition of 
-\ 

the uncomplicated fruitful mating in the natural world with \ 
\ 
\ 

the difficulties and lack of fulfillment in the human sphere~ 
, \ 

, Beyond that we find two essentially philosophical themes: \ 

,the matin'g and singing of birds correlates successfully with 
-. 

the human sphere when the subject of spiritual love is 
\ 

introduceà; the mating o~ birds'and the burgeon~ng spring 

provide a tanta.lizing contrast to the wasteland of suffering 

for the pa~sionate love of cpurtly lovers. As we move from 

lyrics to bird-debates it is the second theme which receives 

major emphasis. 
1 

In theobird-debat~ poems such as Le Jugement D'Amours, 
o 

Li Fablel dou Dieu d' Alnours, ~ Geste Blanchflour et 
\ 

Florence"and De Venus La Deese d'Amor one notices primarily 

the degree te :iCh the -:irdS have been drawn more 'UllY ~nte 
the âction of the poem: the birds no longer forro a spring 

'- --- ---J \ 

backdrop nor do they only sugges~_.~e facility with w'pich 

nature mates and procreates/ now there' i~ a cour~ of iove ,/ 
- \. t ! 

h . b" dl' d d' d J .• ;,,~ 1 211 w erel.n l.r s act as qvers, J u ge~, guar l.ans, an ,,:Ç{ul.'"\es. t 

This is not a transformation which only U occurs 111' ~~{"'de~tes; 
in Provencal and Old Ft'èmeh poet~,-.'7Jenerallf one'· findsf~4rdS : 
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as messenger.~ of lovers, 22 guardians who warn ill.icit lovers , 
23 • 2'4 

, ~hàt ~orning has come, advisors on the rules of love, 
. 25 

and symbols of the lovers themselves. < Later, ~~.The 

Decameron, the expression "listening to the nigh~.1-ngale ". 
, 26 

becomes a euphemism for sexual intercourse. One ëould 

expect this sort of identification as a normal extension of 

" themes connecting birds and love generally, but its use must 
" --/" 

have been immensely enco,urage,d by the syfnbolism of the winged 

go~ Eros or Cupid, or Venus with her emblematic swan,or doves. 

The idea of a winged 'dei ty of love is an ancient one- and can 

be traced back at least to the point at wh~ch the early 

Greeks considered him a "winged -Spite like Old Age or Plague 

in the sense that Uhcontrolled sexual yassion co~ld be dis­

turbing to ordered society._~!,27 By t;..rfe fourth century B.C., 

howeve'z::, this daimon had been sentimentalized into a beautiful 

but mischievous young boy who was 0 the son of Aphrodite, and 

just as the winged freedom might suggest disruption, it also 

~ge~t~d that love is a Phenorne~on of the spirit which 

could arrive without warning and disappear j~st as quicklY, 

a spirit which recognizes no physical, social, or national 
\ 

boundaries, a spirit which can even rnediate between the 

human and the divine. In ~e medieval bird-debates this ~ ô 

winge~ god of love is very rnuch at home with his avian 

a t tendan ts • 

Le Jugement D'Arnours 28 i5 a twelfth century Old French 

poem which dêscribes the quest of Blanchflor and Florance 

.- ..... ---.... _---~ 
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to discover whether clerks or knights are the best lovers. 

They journey to the palace of the 90d of Love guided by two 
~ 

29 7 

'birds, and, when they arrive, the God of Love, who' is depicted 

, assembles his bird-barons to decide the 

case. fail to reach an agreement, the nightingale 

and the parrot decide to try the case by combat. Their coroic 
7 

battle ends in a victory for the clerk, and then the birds 
1 

sing a funeral dirge for the broken hearted Florance whose 

lover is a knignt. Another version of this poem was written 

in England but again in Old French, La Geste Blanchefloür 

et Florence,29 a~d al~hOUgh we 'aga in find a God of Love 
J ; • 

assembling his bird-barons to debate ~nQ fight, this time 

th~ knight'? side wins. 

In the'thirteenth century~ Li Fablel dou Dieu d ' Amours 30 

and De Venus La Deese d'Amor3! further deyelop t,he bird-
,~ , 

debate but· they are more arnbitious and attempt to use it to ... 
a greater extent as an element within a larger story. Li 

Fablel dou Dieu d'Amours introduces the dream vision,into 
~-=~ --- ---- . 
the context of' the bird assembly" and the narrator witnesses 

a council of birds presided over by.a nightingale who 

complains of the,degeneration of love. ,The bird-barons 
, ' 

a 

argue whether i t is possible for one of low birth t'o love as 

worthily as a knight or a clerk, and the assembly is ~ismissed 
y";,t 

when the birds decide that if a man loves and is loved in 

return he is as wise as a clerk and as brave as a knight. 

The narrator, whose lady is absent, ~s forlorn when he 

\ 
" 
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awakens but sqon- falls into another dream wherein he i9 

ternporarily re-united with his loyer, then deserted, then 

throùgh the God of Love re-united w~th her again - but tnen 

fin~lY awakens only ta find it aIl a dre~. De Venus la 

Dees d'Amor is a variation on the above and, despite a 

hiat sOin the text, it integrates the bird-debate more 
1 

208 
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successfully into the larger context of the poern. The lover 

fal'ls asleep thinking of his unrequi ted passion for Flo'ri'e 

and drearns 'that he enters a paradise filled .with the singing 

of birds. A nightingale presides over the assernbly of b

l
' d~, 

sings of the joy and pain of love, and offers a definitio 

'" " of true love. At this point the drearner speaks up to agr e 

with the n~htingale but succeeds only in driving the birds 

away. After a hiatus in the text, the- lover ~ontinues to 

mourn his poor fortune with Florie and the birds return 

accompanied by Venus. Venus agrees with the narrator that 

Florie is a paragon of virtue and bea~y, and she ~decides to 

lead hirn to the God of Love who commiss~ons the nightingale 

to write up a charter wherein Florie is ordered to return his 

love or face dire consequences. Flo~ie, quit~ surprisingly 

considering the usual ending of these poems, submits. 

What is significant about"this stage in the developrnent 

of the' convention is that th'e birds havé become so closely 
l' 
1 

connected with human love: they ar~.not simply symbols of 

spring and renewal, an~ they have moved beyond the roles of 

guides or messengers: birds are now experts cap~ble of 

~------------- ,,-- ~. ,. .. : 
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deciding abstract issues, arguing the expertise of 'lovers, 

and philosophizing about the nature of love. S~en initially 

-in the convention as a symbèl of natural, instinctual, 

unsoph~sticated, and unenc~ered mating, the b~rds have been 

adopted by later poets to reveal the intricacies of the 

complicated fin amour, and for the most part, the birds end 

up in conflict with one another over issues which have no 

relation to their actual situation. The audience recognizes 

that there is no true equivalent to knights and clerks in 

the bird kingdom, and the question ~f lovers of low birth 2 
(which is not depicted dramatically but,ra~her,abstractly) 

is hardI y applicable- except in a metaphorical sense. Conse-' 

que~tly, if the birds become closely associated with courtly 
1 

love and questio~s of social degree, the therne of the 
.-. 

alienation of the human observer., which had been so prominent 

in earlier uses of the convention, is markedly de-emphasized. 

The late twelf~h century Owl and'~ Nightingale 

represents a very large advance beyond the scopè of its near 

contemporaries in the bird-debate tradition. The two b'irds 
\ 

are debating,the merits of va~~pus types of love but it i 
appears to this reader that unlike the birds of the knight/ ~ 1 

,r-'I clerk debates, nei ther of these debaters ttas a ";leà~l-y 
" definable nor a definitive point of view on love: it is 

~ 

tempting, at points, to identify the owl with Christianity 

and spitituâl love, and the nightingal~ with erotic love and 

the troubadours (or various similar configurations) but 
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invariably doub't slips in when, one bird' s statement wO'l-l1d \ " 

apPfi!ar to \belong to the opposing party. Much careful ana>lysis , 
has been p'aid to the various interpretat.ions ,of thi;s poem,32 

J," 
and l do not intend to enter the debate in this sh~rt 

reference, but it seems that the reason there is so much 

difficu1ty in assigning solid, logical positions to the pro-

\ 

, tagonists rests on two aspects 

been given adequate attention. 

oj the poem which have not :"~ 

in the first place, the 'poem ~ 

. . 

. \ 
\~ 

is mean~ to be confusing, as it is, after all, an advertisFt, ' 

ment for one Nicolas" GUildfO\d who specializes in SO};ti~ 

out and" j.udging ext~emely complicated issues. If the reader ,"'-

could explain and decide the issues posed by the birds, 

there would be little need for th'is~ brilliant arbiter. More ~. 

important, however, is the fact that here the poet seems 

truly inter~sted in the· bird-lore of his time and he,~ 

therefore, a110ws the birds to argue from their natura1 

situations. This can be seen, for example, when the poet 

allows both birds to criticize each other's position on the 

basis of their'natural, and ironically unch~ngeable, habits: 

both birds are unattractive; the nightinga1e's song is 

beautiful but it refuses· to sing in the northern ~issionary 

fi~lds; the owl styles itself a Christ-figure but admits that 
", 

it is hated by ather,birds and mankind, and it continually 

threatens violence in arder to win the :!debatei, and the owl­
\ 

f~~lS its awn nest while the nightingale lives by the privy. 

This emphasis on the bird rather th~ on t~e idea is quite 
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remarkable ,for the time, and we see lit tle of i t'in bird- ( 

debates until Chaucer' s Parlement of Foules ,as' attitudes even 

in the late~ Middle Ages were still opposed to raising 
\ 

natural history over philosophical ideas. And finally, 

another modification to the bird-debate can be noted in this 

fine and h~ourous poem in that instead of birds or the god 

of love judging attitudes to human love, at the end of the 

poem, a haman will arbitrate that which the birds are unable 

to decide. 

The last pre-Chaucerian addition ta the con ven tion 0'$ 
.1 

birds-and'-love which will be examined here, the introduction 

of St. Valentine, does not'appear until the late fourteenth . ; 

\ 

century., While it is possible that Graunson and Gower' s 

Valentine "bird-poems" were wri tten after those of Chaucer 1 

l have chosen to discuss them briefly for there is no certa;n 
\ 

evidence for dating, and clearly, the ideas of bath of these 

men would be o;f mu ch interest to Chaucer. In 'Graunson I,.~ 

Complainte de sainte Valentine, set on February 14, the poet 

contrasts his gloom with the simple joy of nature. Like the, 
\ 

Black J{.night in the Book .e! the Duchess, the narrator' s 

mistress has died and he cannot love another. St. Valentine, 

himself, appears accompanied by the Godof Love and they, 

/ 

1 
) 

despite the po~s protests, pre_sent him with a new mistress. \,'" 

The poet immediately falls in love but promises ta cont~n~e 

~is prayer$ for his first ~-'ye. It is Graunson's ~ 'songe 
~ 1 

sainte Valentine, however, which is_considered most important 

' ....... 
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in relationship to the Parlement of On St. Valentine's 

Day, the poet finally falls'asleep to dream that he has 

entered a garden to find a diamond 'and a ruby he had lost. 

There he witnesses an assembly of birds presided over by a 

formel eagle and her mate. The birds all successfully choose 

mates with the exception of a falcon who tells the poet that ~ 

he _,has already chosen a mate -but one which is infinitely 
). 

above and beyond all possibility of attainment. Although the 
\ . 

narrator, in Chaucerian fashion, disclaims any kn~wledge of 

love - Graun~on was knoJn, of course, as '7the- poet-lover par 

excellence - the falcon seems to represent the poet himself. 

T~e ~ariator then wakens and ~hllosoPhically meditates on 

see~ng ease with which birds mate and 

encoUntered by humans .. He aCknowledges that th~ ~eason , , 

,J'" 
mankind can produce a more noble kind of love but then 

realizes that reason also produces much sorrow'and misery. 
, 

G9wer' s v~entine poems - Nos. 34 and 3;J of Cinkante 

Balades - are less ambitious enterpriS:S_l ! j: 34 has- the 

lo'(er, on St. valent~ne' s Day, announcing"rf~s joy and te l'ar­

ing' his love for his mistress. He wishes that he and h's 
\ , 

lady could be transformed into birds li~e Cicx and Alc one 
/ 

" 50 that they could have the totally Iree and uncomplic~ted 
. --

love that is t~aditionally as_cribed to the birds. No!35 ls 

,an' a~UPt abOu-:'::~~rn for now the lady has ,rebuffed thè lover. 

,Again e contrasts his ,~ove wi th that of the birds and wishes 
1 

that human wooing were as simple and automati.c. The narrator's . ' 
<l 

" . 
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lady is like a phoenix, who does not need a matè, so he will , 

remaih alone. 
.. ./ 

The innovations in these poems are of signifi~ance'to 

the convention of ,birds-and-lo~e. Graunson had, 'adopted the 0 

idea t~at the human lover can be effective1y allego~ized as 
, ' 

-a bird; he has introduced St. va1entiné - a thoroughly 
, ~.--

respectable Christian saint -~s a colleague of the God of 
! • 1 / . 

Love and one who 'will intervene in the cause af erotic love; 
'" 

\~, the theme resulting from the cO:htrast.\b~~en the'. inst~nctual 

( mating of the birds arid the complex courtship in the human 

• erotic sphere Iras' been re-introduced;· and 'he has presented 

the bird/h~n' lover who,--in-o<c~urt1y lo~e fashion, has so 
, \ ' , • • 1 

effec~vel~ q~osen' excellence that'he cannot hope ta succeed. 

Gower' sl con1tribution is slighter ~ al though one can be" ~air1y 

certain that he was not as interesteCi in the S·t. Valentine' s 

Day vogue - and he reinforces the sense of a~ienation felt 

b~ human lovers in thé face of birds mating, and includes 
, ,~ v 

Physiologus information in the allegory • 
• 

A review of sorne of the most importan~·'topoi surrounding 
/ . . 

thé medieval convention of birds-and-love should be valuable 

here as the examination of Ch~nlcer' s use of the convention 
""-

will neee~$~rily involve a rather comp1icated web of 

references. 

1 

(i) As a rule, when bird matrrtg ls compared to erotic 
1 

human love, the haman observer feels alienated from the 

natural sètting and expiriences. his 1ack of love even more 

\ • 

. " 
" ~ .. ~ ': ,'. 

i~ 

" 
" , 
.~, 
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deeply. Human love ~d courtship are described arnbivalently 

while bird mating is depicted as simple and succ~ssful. As 
(lJ 

we saw'êarlier in Ambrose's Hexameron and in Langland's 

'Piers-Plowman, bird society is often recognized as superior 
1, 

to and, in fact, a modei for human society: avian society is 
, fi. 

describ'e,d as. helCi together by instinctive co-operation, 

loyalty, and affection, and~ in this'tradition, birds become 
o 

, "\,." fi' 

natural syrnbol~ of supernatural spiri tuaI lov~. 

maC is compared to (il)' . Consequently, when bird 

. Christian or,spiritual love, the hurnan observer feels 
\, 

: integrated into nature and 1!.he uni verse. Beyond this, the 

spiritual ~pring~ime of the soul can defeat the external 

reality of the winter, so the tradition al antagonism between 

the seasons i:s no longer valide Graunson' s introduction df a 

Christian' saint into the erotiG love-debate offers an 'interes-

ting example o,f cross-fert-ilization between (il and (ii) 
, 

because trhe narratoF re-discovers love. 
, 

1 ~ \ 
(iii) While the birds the~selves are not always~taken very 

. / 
seriously (the human/bird dOub~e perspective and the fact 

that often théy are arguing the tenets of fin amour militates ..-

against tq.is), the natural setting is not,treated humourously 

as i t suggests important aspec,t:s of fertili ty and plenitude. 
..... 't' 

In fact, the idyllic natural setting is Jsually contrasted 
• the inner chaotic world of the human participant. 

" 

(i v) Birds can be a symbolic backdrop for spring, or they 

f 
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\, 
can become lovers, advocates, judges 1 advisors; and guides. 

They are wo~thy experts on love because flight offers them , \ 

a higher perspective, their anatorny i6 similar to that of the 

God of Love 1 and they are integrally connected with the 

arri val of spring. Obviously, however, th~è more the birds 

are associated wi th the trapp-ings of fin amour, the less 

their situation suggests a tàntalizingly h.appy contrast to 

the despair of the narrator. 

/ 
(v) The birds are capable of intricate displays pf dia-

lectic and they are aware of the rules of aebatei however, 

they rarely settle a resolution,' and tlÎey often threaten 

'violence during the course of their arguments. Generally, 
/ 

one <it:>es not eexpect speeches of a profound intellectual 

nature from the bird-dehaters. 

. ( 
(vi) The birds are usually des,\ribed as feudal barons and 

the expert-;-oh love are invariably nightingales 1 eagles, and 

falcons, but other. than that there is li ttle refeyènce to 

social degree. When there is, it is spoken of abstractly and 

~ not depicteÇ! dramatically. 

(vii) The human observer is invariably a participant in sorne 

way in the poem as his fate is bound~up with the judgrnent. 

There is almost always a ,'verdict pronounced by the birds"I the 

God 0 f Love, or the observer - al though in several cases i t 

is a technical victory (e .g., The-~ ~ the Nightingalé) 

or an arbitrary one (e.g., The Cuckoo and the Nightir:,gale where 
" jIf 

the narrator throws a 'rock and the cuckoo i5_ fri'ghterted .. away) . 
,,"'" . -
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Chaucer and the Convention of Birds,-and-Love: 

( 
There could hardly be a better introduction' to a 

discussion of Chaucer' s use of the convention of birds-and-· 

love than the first eighteen lines of the n General Prologue" 

to The Canterbury Tales: 

Whan that' Aprill wi th 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 wi th his sweete breeth 
Inspired hath in every hol t and heeth 
The tendre croppes, and the y,onge sonne 
Hath in the Ram his hal ve cours yrcnne, 
And smale foweles maken melodye, 
That slepen al the nyght with open ye 
(50 priketh hem nature in hir corages); 
Thanne longen folk to goon on pi1grimages, 
And palmeres for to seken straunge strondes, 
TC ferne halwes,. kowthe inti sondry londes; 
And specially from every s!hires ende 
Of, Engelond td Caunterbury' they wende, 
The hooly blisful ma.rtir for to seke, 
That hem hath holpen whan that they were seeke. 

J (Gen. pro1. Il. 1-18) 

As many critics have noted before, we have here a linking of 

the physical and the spiritual, the natural and supernatural, 

and eros and cari tas. The lines form a concrete' represen- . 

tation of Theseus' IIfaire cheyne of love,,33 : the interaction 

of the personified months and western wind causes an 
\ 

agricultural fert'ili ty which is linked to the heavens by "the 

yonge sonne~. in the Ram" which prompts animal fecundi ty -

"'-as the birds sing and prepare to mate and, at the same time, 

signals the lit:urgical season for man' s spiritual quest for 

thè Christian saint who can heal. the "seeke". This' 

" 
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descriptipn of the Chain of Being suggests a continuum of . 

love moving from fertility in the vegetative, through ~ 

in the animal, to caritas in the human. As love passes from 

garden and bird to man, fertility and ~ are not necessarily 

abandoned in the pursuit of spiritual love; each level of 
...; , 

life should partake pf love at i ts own appropriate level bqt, 

because love is, the fsPiri tuaI bind,ing force of life', ideally 

fertili ~y, ~, and cari tas are indi visib~e even" though a ~ 
difference of importance is accorded each. In this intro-

" 

duction to The Canterbury Tales then, the renewal in nature 

and the mating of birds does not alienate m~ from the 

uni verse as i t does in Pervigili um Veneris i rath~r, like 

Paulinus' spring s0R-g, the human observer is fully integrated 

1 into the universe because the garden's fertility and the 

birds' mating are paralleled by man's spiritual love. 
, 

Chaucer' s use of the convention of birds-and-love is 

primarily philPsophi.cal and, of cour~e, we expect this. from 

an artist whose poetry is so often concerned wi thtnetaphysical, 

epistemological', scientific, and moral questions. Almost aIl 

of Chaucer' s poetry comprehends a spiritual dimension which_": 
- , 

he seems to have found very satisfying for his artistic ' ,. 

.. . 

,purposes. 
r; 1>. 

While the poet' s persona invariably styles himself < 
~ ~ ,."",:---,\4 

an artist wri ting about love but frustrated by his own lack 

,of personal involvernent, his paetry is infused wi th a 

:Soethian contemplative perspective - which Chaucer in his 
~/~ 

translation of Boece refers to as ," fethèris in thi thought,,34 
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which provides a phi10sophical backdrop to his stories of 

erotic love. It would Be narrow-sighted, however, to suggest 

that the poet is unsympathetic to erotic love: tpere are too 

rnany successful and joyful "swyvyngs", numerous playful 
- , 

erotic puns, happy fin amour marriages, and discussions of 

'" the ennobling effects of, love to suggest that Chaucer 

seriously disapproved of the erotic. Moreover, i t is 

un\kelY that the poet could or would have drawn us so deeply 

into his poetic fictions had he net empathized with his 
'--,. 

"lovers". It is, however, an inescapable fact that he 

characteristically dépicts erotic love against a ~hilosoph­

ical and spiritual background. It does not seem that Chaucer 

/' . i8 asking his audienc~''- to make a choice between the two. 

The synthesis of these seemingly antithetical theme~ might 

simply be a recognition of mederation and prioritiesi the 

danger-ls that the courtly lover will, as he is somet~es 

advised, subjugate aIl other values to that )Of his erotic, 
, 

,earthly love. This 'theme will be treated more fully in the 
" ~ 

1ater discussion of the Parlement of Foules but, for the time 

being, we mignt brief1y examine the scene in the "Merchant' s 

Tale" where old Januarie - a man who has defini tely lost a 

proper perspective on the relative importance of erotic love 
. 

serenades his young, adulterous May with erotic bird imagery: 

"Rys up, my wyf, my love, my lady free ! 
The turtles voys i8, herd, my dowve sweetei 
The wynter i8 gbon with aIle his reynep weete. 
Corn forth now, with thyne eyen columbyn ! 
How fa~rer been thy brestes than is wyn 

rU 
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The garden ia enclosed al aboute; 
Corn' forth" my whi te spouse : 

(Merch.T., 11. 2138-44) 

We are tempted to compare Chaucer' s 1ines with those ,-of the 

Carnbriage poem "Iam, dulc'is arnica, venito,,35 where the 

narrator also makes erotic overtures to his mistress in a 

parody of the birds and qarden imagery of the Canticle of 

Canticles. But Chaucer is doing much more than his el~venth 
century colleaguei he has incorporated into his poem'a 

re1igious allegory of the Garden of Eden; the bridegroom and 

the Shu1amite maiden in their bower, and the contemporary 

debased variatièn on the theme. The adultrous love is 

consummated in Januarie's pear tree, but the religious 

imagery emp~oyed in the description requires that we judge 

the act quite harshLy. Januarie misuses bird imagery from 

the most importan t ~piri tua1 love poem for the Middle Ages. 

As we have aIr~ady seen, the Canticle of Canticles uses bird 

imagery to ce1ebrate the simultaneous renewa1 of the natural 

and the human through spiritual love; when Januarie adopts 

the spiritual bird imagery but relates it ta a purely erotic 

level he is left, whether he knows it or not, as unfulfilled 

and alienated as the narrator of Pervigilium Veneris. Beyond 

this, the religious backdrop of the fabliau serves, among 

other things, ta direct the audienèe's âttention away from a 

purely secular leve1 and to reinforce our recognition that 

Januarie's comical, erotic enthu~iasm reflects a misunder-

standing of the appropriate object of hurnan devo~ion. 
! 
1 

\J 

/ 
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A less explici tly religious, but no less .9~mplex, use 

of the convention of birds-and-Iove is found in Troilus and 
~ 

Criseyde. Here the bird imagery is subtly 'interwoven into 

the entire fabric of the poem to suggest the tragic and 

perhaps even sordid aspects of the love affair." The love 

shared by Troilùs and Criseyde is unmistakeably erotic an cf;" 

although there are strong suggestions of its ennob~ - ........... , 
effects r it is difficul t- to regard the two lovers as working 

their way toward an idealized spiritual love. Troilus and 

Criseyde celebrate a religion of love, but it is a love which 

is subject to time, human frailty,and fortune. To suggest 

the themes of duplici ty, impermanence, aggression, role ' 

reyersal,and even incest, Chaucer uses bird imAgery derived 

from mythology and rnedieval falconry. 
-=--

The most significant way that Chaucer undercuts the 

theme of the religion of erotic love is his introduction of 

Procne, Philomela, and Tereus into the poern. Briefly, the 

myth, as described by ovi~: in Metamorphoses, relates that 

Procne was changed into the swalJ:ow for taking vengeance on 
, 

her husbând Tereus who had raped her sister Philomela. 
1 

Subsequently Tereus was transforrned into the hoopoe and 

Philomela into th~ nightingale. As we have already seen, 

this myth was very influential in cooling the erotic ardour 

in the classical s?r~ng lyric, yet Chau~er intr~duces Procne 
1 

/ 
/ 

in the middle of a conven tional birds-and-~ove spring morning. 

Suggesting the traditional frustrated lover, Pandarus lies 
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in his bed and is rou-sed by the s inging the swallow: 

The swalowe Proigne,' with a sor wful lay, 
Whan morw"en corn, gan make !lire w men tynge , 
whi she forshapen was i and ever 1 y 
pandare abedde, half in a slombery ge, 
Til she so neigh hym made hire cheterynge 
How Tereus gan forth hire suster take, ~ 
,That wi th the noyse of hire he gan awake,. 

(Tr.and Cr., II, Il. 64-70) 
--- 1 
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Instead of' the -lover' s despair becoming more acute when seen 

in relation to nature, here Pandarus' frustration is 
v 

reflected in the·natural sphere. Nevertheless the tragic 

/

tones of the song are lost on Pandarus as he enthusias­

tically rushes off to arrange the illicit liaison between 

Troilus and his niece. Later the' mythological motif is a~ain 

introduced, but this,time the~narrator does not make its 

\ significance explici t. Criseyde has just been informed of 

Troilus' love and as she prepares for bed, she thinks' about 

her potential love affair: 

A nyghtyngale, upon a cedU grene 1 

Under the chambre wal ther as she ley, 
FuI loud; song ayein the moone shene, 
Peraunter, in his briddes wise, a lay 
Of love, that made hire herte fressh and gay. 
That herknèd she so longe in good entente, 
Til at the laste the dede sl'ep hire hente. 

(Tr.and Cr., II, Il.918-24) 

Taken at face value, the image ~s beautiful and gentle, and 

it ~gests aIL that is natural, spontaneous and: noble in the 

convenfL6n of birds~and-love. Actually, however, al though 

Criseyde is clearly unaware of the allusion, 'the nightingàle 

or Philomela t s "lay of love" is part oF the pattex;n of 

• ® 
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·tr~gedy. The violence of the bird image immediately fOllowing 

the description of the nightingale Olffers a less a~lgùous 

impression of the aggressi ve, sel f~Seeking erotic tQy~)in 
the poem: 

And as she slep 1 anonright 'tho hire mette 
How that an egle, fethered whit as bon, 
Under hire brest his longe clawes sette, 
And out hire herte he'-' rente, and that an on ~ 
And dide his herte into hire brest to gon, 
Of which she nought agroos, ne nothyng smerte; 
And forth he fleigh, with he rte lefte for herte. 

(Tr.and Cr., II, Il. 925-931) 

The juxtaposition of these two bird images suggests an ambiv-

alent attitude to erotic love, but in both cases the overtones 

of rape and violence àre present. Furthermore, the Procne, . 
Philomela, Tereus allusion suggests another dimension: a 

ménage! t:t:ois with an added incest motif.' In this regard it 

is well to remember that there are three major lovers in the 

~oem: Troilus;' Cris~yde, and Pandarus. Panda rus , active 
~t"..: "'',}, 

invol vemen t '-fn Troilus and Criseyde' s relationship seems 

more motivated by vicarious sexuality than fai thful friend-

ship; he is much too quick to cajole Troilus through the 

"courtship" and' when he actuaJ}y undresses Troilus and throws' 

him into bed (Bk. III, 11. 1090-9) his enthusiasm seems 

boundless. More striking is his ''in timacy wi th his niece: he 
\, -. 

thrus ts a love letter in her bosom (Bk. II, 1. 1155), he 
.... 

repeatedly pokes her, (Bk. III, 1. ,1:16), and whi1e kissing and 

playing with her in her bed, he asks her how she has enjoyed 

\1) her tryst wi th 

, - \ 

T '1 ,f rol. us~, 
~ " 

\ 

(Bk. III, 11. l562-75}. Finally, 

• 
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when Troilus and Criseyde lie in bed together foI\, the first 

time, Pandarus sits in the same roorn "to looke.upon an old 

romaunce" (Bk. IIJ;, 1. 980)'. One would not want to dismiss 

the humour in this treatrnent of Pandarus 1 prurient tactics- and 

motives., yet when seen in relation to the incest motif in the 
1 

mythological allusion the Il threesome Il appé~rs rather sordid. 

Furthermore, another mythological bird image from Metamorphoses 

is in troduced\ to suggest Criseyde' s fai thlessness. When 

'" ,Troilus and Pandarus watch for Criseyde' s return ifrom the Greek 

camp, the lark ". . . Nysus dbughter song wi th fressh 

entente," (Bk.V, 1.1110) , Nisus 1 daughter Scylla was meta-

morphized into a la~or betraying her father because s{le 

loved his enemy. Like F,andarus when h~ hears Procne, and like 

Criseyde when she hears Philomela, Troilus does not under-
l' 

stand the l?ignificance of Scylla 1 s song. 

Then to reinforce this'depiction of sordid erotic love, 
. , 

Chaucer describes the love affair in terms of the hunt of love, 

specifically using falconry and fowler imagery. The theme 

revol ving around the pun on venerie was popular~zed for the 

36 ' 
Middle Ages by Ovid f s The Art ~ ~; here the narrator 

~ describes the hunt for love as one of masculine chase and 

feminine flight. The topos was familiar in medieval literary 

and visual art so it is not S'urprising that Chaucer would 
"":; ('1 

introduce it into Troilus and Criseyde. Chaucer does not, 

however, adopt i t as a straight-forward pattern of imagery 

witrr- positive connotations. The suffering caused by 
Q 

j 

) 
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unrequited love, for exàmple, is likened to vultures tearing 

at onels stomach (Bk.I, 11. 785-788). Love is a fo~er who 

"lymes" Troilus l feathers (Bk.I, 1. 353),37 ahd 1ater Troi1us 

twice refers to hirnse1f as caught in -a snare (Bk. l ( 1. 507 i 

V, 1. 748). ç:riseyde, o'n 'the other .hand, is identified with 
\ 

nets which have trapped Troi1us (~k.III, Il. 1355 and 1733), 

and more significant1y, in other contexts, she is 1ikened to 

a hawk which refuses to rem~in in the mew (Bk. III, 1. 1784; 

IV, 1. 1310). Furthermore, ,'the narrator at oné point even 

compares Troilus' re1ationship with Pandarus to "the se1y ... , 

1arke • . .1 . . . that the sperhauk hath • . • in his foot." 

(Bk.III, Il. 1191-2). A1though Troilus is described as ~ 

fa1coner in the poem (Bk. III, 1. 1779; V, 1. 65), one 

perceives gradua1ly that Chaucer has reversed the traditional 

sexua1 ro1es and that Criseyde is the aggressive bird of 

"ravyne" and Troilus the ~tey. 38 Troilus' passivity and 

timidity makes him both a pawn and a victirn in his relation-

ships with Pandarus and Criseyde. It is no wonder that when 

Troilus achieves the "bird',s eye" 'transcendent perspective 

" ... he' 10ugh right at the wolOf hem that wepten for his 
, 11 

, 
deth so faste;" (Bk.V, Il. 182b·2). 

The use of the convention of birds-and-love in the 

fi Squire' s Tale", on the other hand, reveals less about the 

characters of the tale than about the intellectual interests 

of the Squire himself. Chaucer's use of bird imagery is 

characteristically 59 complex and philosophical that one does 

\ 



( 

r' 

" 

i 
i ' 

l' 
i 
1 

• 

1 , 

" 

f 
ç 
1 , 

i" 

l , 
• 

1 

() 

not_ expect such a straight-forward correlation of birds 1 

~ 

spring, and erotic love. While i t is possible that had the 

tale been completed/it would have \developed"a mQre profound 
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. \ 
use of the convention, lot seems more likely that the relative 

absence of in tellectual depth, in .the completed porti0t:l 

suggests why the Squire was discouraged from completihg his 

tale. 

The poem describes a spring landscape complete with the 

usual bird irnagery: 

Ful lusty was the weder and benigne, 
For which the foweles, agayn the sonne sheene, 
What for the sesoun and the yonge grene, 
FuI loude songen hire affeèciouns. 

( Sq • T • Il. 52-5 5 ) 

Caritbyuskan, the king of Sarray, is approached by a mys'terious 

knight who offers hirn a brass ~orse capable of amazing speeds 

and heights and a sword of supernatural strength. The 

king' s daughter, Canacee, is gi ven ~ rnirro~ which will expose 

deceitfulness and a,6lring which allows its wearer to speak and 

understand the language of birds. 39 It is the latter gift 

which is prorninent in 'the tale as we have i t, and it. perforrns 

the task normally handled in the bird-debates by the dr~am 

vision. Normally the human observer can understanà the bird-s 

because sleep allows ?~upernatural intervention or signaIs the 
..... 

demise of normal\intellect. In this 'case there is no n~ed 

for Canacee to sleep ~efore she can hear a peregrit1e falcon 

, whose complaint is weIL within the bird dream-visibn 

tradition: 

._---------;-; -
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Ther sat;: a faucon over hire' heed fu~e, 
That wi th a pi-tous voys so gan to crye 
That aIl the wode resouned of hire cry. 
Ybetèn haflde sh~ hirself so pitÇ.usly 
Wi th bothè hir wyn.ges, til the rede blood 
Ran endelong the tree ther-as she stood. 

(Sq.T.' Il. 411-416) 
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As pointed out earlier, the use of birds as actua-l lovers was 

cemrnon and 50 ,aIso was the tendency to describe them as 

particiP~~~g in fin amour. The Squire lè'f-ves no doubt that 

a courtly' love affair is what is invol ved: the need for 
1 

1 ~ 
secrecy ('1. 530-1),. obeisance (1. 562r;1 long service - even 

te death (Il. 523-7), hurnility (1. 544), and the worship of 
1 -

\ 1 

the rnistr~ss (1. 571) are aIl stressed by the falcon and 

fulfilled ',by the t~ finally the deceitful male 

falls in ~ove with a kite and deserts his mistress. Essen-

ti~lly this is as far as the story goes ,'-bu~ befere the 

Franklin "courte~" cuts the story short, the ~quire has ' 

announced that th~ fa~con will win back l'1er terca1et through 

the efforts -of, Canacèe' s brother. 

Cri tics' arguments tha t the poern is tiresorne seern 

exaggerai=-ed7 however, there is no doubt that were the story 

to continue at ~ s~me 'rate - there is a great deal of 

r~~toX:ical o~namen~ion and -no~ much plot development - and 

to utilize aIl the plot elements which have been introduced, 
~ 40 

the poem would have been a very long <?ne indeed. It is 
.' "0 

therefore likely that Chaucer did not intend to finish the 

poem. Judging by the use of' bird imagery, one can x:ecognize 

tRat excep:t for the gse of the human/bird doub,le perspective 

-~ . ____ ' _____ ... _ .... J __ ._._ ...... 
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which we have examined in the last chapter, the poet is 

) 
. " 

employing bird imagery in an uncharacteristically one-

dimensional way. At the point that the poern breaks off, 
, 

there is no indication that the S'quire in tends to use his 

bird characters as intellectual signs, te devè~op their 
11 , .... 

, 'higher perspective on hurn~n experience, or to sugg~.si: a diimen-

sion of spiritua"l love which would provide 'a more profound 
, 

frame~ork for the b~.rds-and-lo~e imagery. fThis. adds evidence, 
" 1 

.to the theory we have already advanced that ChauC?er is gently 1 

satirizing the young and inexperienced but anibi tious story-

teller. 
c, 

Tn~' ~~rlie* chapters of this study held up the "Nun' s 
-_. ~. t \\.. ..... 

priest".s~~~~~" ... :-~.s l:he most sub'tle and complex exarnple of 
:- -;... 

Chaucer' s W?e o.~ the bi~d as intellectua1. sign and the bird 

The convention of birds-and-love is an 
4 • 

fable co~ventiods. 
" , 

equa1.iy important element in the poem as it ..dsends t~' develop 

. 
which suggests the contrast between erotio .and spiritual love 

, ' 

that is so pervasive in Chaucer's poetry: 'On the one hanç., 
. , 

we have the "povre wydwe" living on t;he poor farm where 

Chauntecl'eer and Perte~ote hold court. Rer style of life is 
, 

sèêminglyas iàealized as that of Chaucer' S plowman: 
o 

This wydwe, of which l telle yow my tale, 
Syn thilke day that ,she was last a wyf,; 
In pacience ladde a fuI symple lyf, 

1 

/ 

.' 
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For litel was hir catel and hir rente. 
By housbondrie of swich as God hir sente, 
She foond hirself arrd eek hir doghtren two. 
Thre large sowes hadde she, and namo, 

. Three keen 1 and eek a sheep tha t high te Malle. 
Ful sooty waa- hire bour and eek hir halle, 
In which she ,eet fuI many a sklendre meel. 
Of poynaunt sauce hir neded never a deel. 
No deyntee morsel passed thurgh hir throtei 
Hir diete was accordant to hir cote. 
Repleccioun ne made 'hire nevere siki 
Attempree ~iete was al hir phisik, 
And exercise, and hertes suffisaunce. _ 
The goute lette hire nothyng for to daunce, , 
N'apqplexie shente nat hir heed. 
No wyn ne drank she, neither whit ne reed; 
Hir bord was served moost wi th whi t and blak, 
Milk and broun breed, in which she f~ond no lak, 
Seynd bacoun, and somtyme an ey or tweye i 
For' she was, as i t were, a rnaner deye. 

(N.P.T. Il. 2824-2846) 
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As a startling contrast to this 
tl 

the low-flying Chauntecleer and 

patient and simple woman are 

Pertelote Wh~ lite-style 

has not been aflec"!=-ed by a contemplati ve p.ers~rcti ve o'n, 

'earthly pleasures. These t~o remarkable birds had been 
, 

~radualiy developing their personalities and their love-
. 

affair since the thirteenth' century Reynard cycle, but it is 

Chaucer who carries them fu.lly into the world of fin amour, 
r 

aristocratie court-yard, and fourteentn century ~ntel~ectual 

cireles: . ' 
. she h'adde a cok, hight 'Chauntecleer. 

In, al the land, of crowyng nas his peer. 
His 'voys was murier than the muri,e orgon 
On messe~dayes that' in the ahirche gon. 
WeI sikerer w~s' his crowyng in his 10gge 
Than is a clokke or an abbey orlogqe. 
By nature he knew ech ascencioun 
Of the equynoxiai .in thilke toun; " 
For ,whan degrees fiftene weren aseended, 
Thanne crew'he, that it myghte nat been amended. 

" 
, - ' 

• 

\ 



î l, 
% 

" 

( ) 

The 

Hi~ 900mb tras redder than the fyn coral, 
And batailled as it wére ~ castel wali 
His ,byle was blak, and asOthe jeet it shoon; 
Lyk asure were his legges and his toon; 
His nayles whitter than the lylye flour, 

" And lyk the burned, gold was his colour. 
This gentil cok hadde in his governaunce 
Sevene henrtes for to doon al his pleasaunce, 
Whiche were his sustres and his paramoJrs, 
And wonder lyk to hym, as of colours; 
Of whiche the faireste hewed on hir throte 
Was cleped faire damoysele Pertelote. 
Curteys she was, discreet and debonaire, 
And compaignable, and bar hyrself 50 faire, 
Syn thilke day that she was seven nyght oold, 
That trewely she hath the herte in hoold 

-

Of Chauntecleer, loken in every_ l~th; le:. 
(N. P. T. Il. 2 84~,-~ 875) 

incongruity of the two worlds is immediatel apparent 

229 

and 
./ 

becornes more so when Chauntec1eer next sings an erotic aubade 

to Pertelote. The two birds are clearly courtly lovers 

excepting, of course, the fact that Chaunteclee:tj" in a twist 

, provided by raalism, do~s not ,limit himself to his paramour, 

nor does he worry about the rules of,consanguinity.41 At 

this point, we have the first of a number of reversaIs within 

courtly lover'~ the convention of birds-and-love. Usual1y a . ~ . 
confronted by the simplicity of the birds' social organization; 

. here , the h uman 

superier te the 

representat(~e~ in th~~s.~bry are clearly 

a~istocratic i5ird/lover-;~ Next -we find that . 
> / 

the traditional locus amoenus is replace~ by a humble barn-

yard. A'drearn-vision is not required here because our 

nart'a,tor sol ves "the ;'~~blem of ~peaking birds by stating that 

in the days when his story took place, birds coul~ ta1k -

"as l have understonde Il but we are, nevertheless offered a 

, ! 

" ... .. _q r ____ --+ 

-' 
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dream even though i t is "very unlike those nprmally associated 

with the convention of birds-and-love. This dream is a 
. 

premonition of the fox which will later try to eat Chaunte-

cleer. we,~also,,, have the requisi te spring landscape complete 

with bird song, but the'cock's description of the scene 

sugges,:ts that he has adopte:d\the traditional role of, the 

human observer of the natura1 scene: 

Herkneth thise blisful briddes how they synge, 
And se the fresshe floures how they spryngei 

(N.P.~. Il. 3201-2) 

The sense of renewal 9f life in this spring setting, however, 

ironically leads Chauntecleer to a very close brush with 
1 

death. Next, we move to the conventional bird-debate, but 

instead of it being concerned with love, the two argue 

"authoritatively" about the nature of dreams gen~rally and 

Chauntecleer's dream'particularly .. Using exemplums, 

auctoritas, m~dical information, insults,and,flattery, the 
.' 

two birds have the pretense of a le!rned d~bate. Pertelote's 
, 

practical, down-to-eartl'i advice is, "taak som laxatyf" 

(1. 2943). Chauntecleer, a cock of learning ànd imagination, 

is shocked by the lack of vision of his mistress and argues 
• 

at 1ength that dreams are premonitory - hut the bottom line 

of his argument undercuts the sinçerity of his intellectual 
\ 

position: 

l seye forthermoor, 
That l ne telle of laxatyves no stoor, 
For they been venymôus, l woot it weeli 
~ hem diffye, l love hem never a'deel ' 

(N.P.T. Il.3153-6). 

, \ 

'. 
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Nevertheless, to ensure that he wins the argument, Chauntec1eer 

abandons the role of learned doct~r and again becomes the 
., 

worsh~pping courtly lover who will ,flatter and perhaps 

purposeLy rnistranslate authorities to smooth the ruffled 

fea thers of his companion. Although he is satisfied that the 

drearn was premonito1y , he nevertheless succumbs to the temp­

tation to leave his perch to eat Jand' Il fe'ther [el Perte lote 

twenty tyme ll (1. 3177), so he is caught by the .fox and then 
"1.> 

released l at least partly, through the efforts of the widow 

and her companions. With aIl the excitement of the chase, it 

is difficult to know how serious Chaucer is when'he alludes 

to the parallel between Adam and Eve and Chauntecleer and' 

Pertelote, or when he poses the question as to whether 

Chauntecleer had iree will if Gad had foreknowledge; certainly 

the .humour would not be lost on the audience but neither 

would the philosophical dimension go unnoticed. Tn~, 

reversaIs and disproportionate allusions reflect the~confused 

and disordered priorities of our bird protagonists. 

) Examined only through thescope of, the convention of 
( 

birds-and-love, this poem is fascinating in that it incorpor-

ates most of the primary elemeots of the convention - dream 

/,. vision, courtly lovers, spring landsc~pe with singing birds,' 

alienated human° observers, a bird-debate - b9t aIl slightly 

twisted in content or context. Sorne of these ~pdifications, 

ta be sure, were already a P1rt of the Chauntecleer and 

Pertelote story when Chaucer first read it, but when the poet 

.. ~ ..... '~ ... $' y.. 1 Il 21.. b a w 
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exaggeratesj and extends these,incongruit~es we can recognize 

that ~~. is deliberately wrenching the convention from its 

familiar bearings. In so doing, he provides pre-erninent 
,', .' 

entertainme~t for his audience; he suggests the'confused 

priorities inherent in pride, faise learning, and excessive 

er~tic lovei he- allows his N~'S Priest to make subtle 

. allusions to the Prioress and other cante.J,ury pilgrims;- and b 

he permanently enlarges the fram~ of the convention of b~ 
and-love. 

Next we turn ~o a poern which depends on the convention 

of birds-and-Iove,for both its th~es and its structure. 

Although the House of Fame is usually classified as an early 

and/or minor work, it is a poem which still has cri tics 

arguing about its main therne. Is i~, a poem parodying42 or 

emulating43 Dante?; a poem reflecting Chaucer:s scepticism 
, 44 

about the possibil.ity of knowing "truth"?i a poem exam-

ining th~ nature of love?;45 a poem for the Order of Pegasas 

and the Christmas Revels at the Inner court?;46 a botched 

poem?;47 ~ poem of fame, fortune, and love?i 48 or a prologùe 
. ~ 

introducing a series of taies?49 In this chapter l intend 

to approach the poem through the focus o~~the convention of 
. 

birds-and-Iove; the House of Fame emploYSJ'tnany of the conven-

tionftl elements which we have studied in the first half of 

this chapter, and perhaps an examination in terms of the 
, 

birds-and-love topoi can shed sorne new light on the purpose 

and theme of the poem. 

---------_._., -----, .".-._----~ .... , --------
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The difficulties encountered in understanding the House 
G 

of Fame are, at least in part,attributable to the fact that 

the~ is unfinished •. r do not find that there is much 

e~dence that the poem is almost finished. If this were the 

case, why did not Chaucer complete the last few lines? It_ 

seerns more likely to me that he is on the verge of introducing 

the heart of the poem; the fact that,on rnany occasions 

"love-tydynges" are prornised, th~t a whole crew of characters 

, Wh(Ch we would expect to be great storytellers are introduced, 

that while these characters are,not ful11 individualized, 

they are certainly given more sense of presence than Pamels 

petitioners, and that a ch9-racter who "l?eerned for to bel A 

man of gret authorite" (Il. 2157-8) is on the verge of taking 

authority in the chaotic whirling house, aIl suggest that we 

are to be treated to tales of love. It seems, likely to 

me,therefore,that the House of Fame was intended as a frame 
''l'i 

for a series of tales such as those of The Canterbury Tales 

or _The Legend of Good Wornen.~ Whil'e-'a hypothesis such as this 

cannot be proven beyond all doubt, l shall try ta demonstrate 
\ 

how the poem's bird irnâgery supports this thesis, and l shall 

atternpt to answer the objections whièh have been raised 

against this theory. 

Although the ostensible subject of the poem is a quest 

for Irlove-tydynges" , 50 the therne seems ta involve something 

larger rhich encompasses more than staries of love. The poem, 
, \ 

as we h~ve it, is concerned with truth but more partiéularly 

! 

. _ -----~'-_ .. _Q _.,t_,_Ui_,_, -------~...., , .... .-- ,_. ___ -- 1 ~,; .. -- . _Y'" -- -- ___ .. ________ _ ----". '~~--_''''''-'_:I'o<l __ ----___ u .. " 
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the truth in the poetic proèess. It, therefore, involves 

the question of the subjectivity of the artist/observer and 

artist/reportér - his lirnited perspective, his reliance ~ 

authorities, his personal sympathies, and the vibissitudes~ 
of fortune., A theme such as this, which rnakes the story-

teller a participant in his own story, woul'd be rnost appro-

priate for a poet who consisten tly enlists his persona as a 

character in his poetry and w~o rnakes his pilgrim storytellers 
-" , 

into dramatic characters in The Capterbury Tales. In this, 

second case, the poet is Il twice rernoved" from objectivi ty for 
, 

the persona ironically excuses himself from res~onsibility 

for the pilgrims' tales: 

But first l pray yow, of youre curteisye, 
~hat ye n'arette it nat my vileynye, 
Thogh that ,I pleynly speke in this màteere, 
To telle yow hir wordes and hir cheere, 
Ne thogh l speke hir wordes proprely. 
For this ye --knowen al so weI as I, 
Whoso shal telle a tale after a man, 
He moot reherce as ny as evere he kan 
Everich,a word, if it be in his charge, 
Al speke he never so rudeliche and large, 
Or el lis he rnoot telle his tale untrewe, 
Or feyne thyng, or fynde wordes newe. 

, (~;1?ro1. 11. 725-736) 

This, briefly, . is my orientation toward the poem. In the 

paragraphs which follow l shall attempt to show how this 
/' 

the~~~eveloP~d~thrOugh the use of the convention of 
... / 

birds-and-Iove. 

The poem utilizes the machinery of the visio!!, but 

the events do not take place in the spring nor 

------ ------.-. .. .." ...... _-_ .. ---
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spring landscape with singing birds. This' initially seerns a 
t, 

troublesome detail, but when one examines the nature of,the 

love described in the poem," the winter setting is appropriate. 

The narrator prefaces his dréam with conflicting explanations 

of:the causes and significance of dreams but finds it , . 
impossible, to choose one authority over the other 50 he 

decides ta simply recount: 

Sa wonderful a drem as l 
The tenth day now of Decembre, 
The which, as l kan now remembre, 
l wol yow tellen everydel. 

(H.F. 11. 62-5h\ 

The dreamer describes a temple of Venus which is made of glass 

and situated in the middle of a desert: 

Then s~wgh l but a large feld, 
As fer as that l myghte see, , 
Withouten toun, or hous, or tree, 
Or bush or grass, or eryd lond; 
For al the feld nas but of sonde 

Ne no maner creature 
That ys yformed be Nature 
Ne sawgh l, me to rede or wisse. 

(~. 11. 482-5 and 489-91) 

Chaucer leaves no doubt that this is a temple dedicated ta 

erotic love as the paintings on the walls depict a naked 

Verius with'her doves, ~ brown-faced Vulcan, and à ~lind Cupid. 

We see the relevance of the wasteland setting and the 

December dating when the narrator next de'ecribe,s the love , 

affair ~hich is celebrated in the temple. On,a brass plate 
, 

the first lines of Virgil's Aeneid are written and then the 
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narrator -finds paintings relating to the various adventures 

of Aeneas' voyage. The poet focusses, however, on one 

episode - Aeneas leaving Dido - and he moves f170Il) Virgil ~ s 

account to/that90f~vid's Heroides,5l to allow Dido the:ful~ 

opportunity to complain of Aeneas's and mankind's inconstancy, 

her loss of good reputation, and Fame's wickedness. It is , 

significant that Chaucer allows this part of the story to 

emphasizè the baseness of Aeneas' behaviour because it is 

quite clear in virgil that the hero must, for the sake of his 

sacred mission, leave Dido 

Iedges this fact, but he does so 

emphàsis and conviction: 

But to excusen Eneas 

Later on he acknow-

a notice able lack of 

Fullyche of al his grete trespas 
The book seyth Mercurie, sauns fayle, 
Bade hym goo into Itayle, 
And leve Auffrikes regioun, 
And Dido and hir faire toun. 

(~. Il. 427-433) 

In the second section of'the poem, his guide 

. . . , that thou has~ no tydynges 
Of Loves -folk yf they be glade, 
Ne of nought elles that God made; 
And not oonly fro fer contre ---~ 
That ther ne tydynge cornet to thee, 
But of thy verray neyghbo es, ~ 
That duellen almost at--thy dores, 
Thou he~ist neyther that ne this; 
For whan thy labour doon al ys, 
And hast mad aIle thy rekenynges, 
In stede of reste and newe thynges 
Thou goost hom to thy hous anoon; 
And, also dornb as qny stoon, 
Thou sittest at another book 
Tyl fully daswed'Ys thy look, 
And lyvest thus as an heremyte, 
Although thyn abstynence ys lyte. 

CH. F. Il. 6 44 - 660 ) -



. 
• , 
i 
,il 

( 

\ 

- , .-.J' ...... ". ...... ,,'~ 

237 

The poet is accused of studying and reading at the expense of 
• the real life which surrounds him for, like most medieval 

poets, Chaucer has been taught to value the literary experi-

ence as that which/has solidity, truth, and authority; the 
, 

day-to-day'details of life are transitory, subjective, and of 
1 

little value. But the poet hasalready demonstrated in the 

temple of Venus that he is fully capable of allowing his own 

subjectivity and lirnited perspective~to transforrn his 

classical sources, and he has even earlier set up a "sic et 

non" with "authoritative" defi-~itions of dreams. Later on 

he will discover t~at even: 

••• Orner made lyes, 
Feynynge in hys poetries, 
And was to Grekes favorable; 

(H.F. Il. 1411-9) 

"Aucto1:'itas" is finally'not the touchstone of truth the poet 

had anticipated: as the narrator learns'more about the nature 
"" 

> 

of subjecti vi ty and perspective in artistic creation, he is 

fre~d from so~e of-the constraints jof tradition'and convention 

and is enabled tô modify his sources and develop character, 

situation, and setting using both natural observation and 

convention. 

For the time being, however, the nar~ator wishes to 

escape from this erotic love "wasteland" of his sources; soon, 

with the help of the eagle, he will transcend the conventional 

,dre~on: 
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"0 Crist! Il thoughte i, "that ~r~ 
Fro fan tome and illusion ( 
Me save !" and wi th devocion ' 
Myn eyen to the hevene l caste. 

(H.F. Il. 492-5) 

238 

in 'blysse, 
'-"'" / 

Jupiter's eagle, which arrives te rescue the narrator, is an 

endearingly verbose and pedantic comic figure who inc~rporates ; 

the philesophical perspeètive of Boethius or'Macrobius}with 

the comic style o~ Tereus in, Aristophanes, The Birds. The 

eagle snatches poor "Geffrey" up in his talons, assures him 

of his safety, and flies to a tremendous "height; 

. . • half so high as this 
Nas Alixandre Macedo 1 \ 
Ne the kyng, Daun Scipio, 
That saw in drem, at poynt devys, 
Hell and erthe and paradysi 

(H • F • Il. 9l4'~ 8 ) 

The frightened poet is given a philosophical perspective ô~ 

the world ~n his actualized contemplative flight; and then ' 

he is briefed on, the theory of sound, wherein sound, like aIL, 

other created things, "Bath his propre mansyonj To which hi t 

seketh to repaire" (11. 754-5). ALI 'sound and speech is 
Q 

"eyr ybroken" and as when a pebble disturbs the surface of 

water, circular waves of ever-increasing size move out farther 

and farther until they'reach their proper place which is the 

Palace of Fame. 53 The poet has been literally forced te 

acknowledge the kind.6f "bird's eye view" perspective on 
ô 

earthly life described by Boe€hius and Macrobius and is now 

~o be taken to the House of Fame where he will be likewise 

"confronted by the relativity of earthly "truth" and 

.. ••• , '1 
." . ~ 
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The Palace of Fame is buil t on ice and the names of the 

famous are wri tten various1y on the north and south side" of 

this base : if the" name is written 'on the south side, the sun 

'will melt away the engraving; if written on the north, it 

sha11~be preserved. The pinnacles of the beryl castle are 

peopled, "Of al' mane.!: of mynstra11es/ And g:estiours, that" 
\ 

te1len'rales/ Both of wepinge and of game, Il (Il. 1197-9), 

and th~ halls are" filled with ,Petitioners for Fame' s tota11y'" 

arbitrary favours. When the narrator is asked if he has come 

to petition for fame, he answers: 

"I cam not hyder, graunt mer~, 
For no such cause, by my hed ! ~ 
Sufficeth me, as l were ded, __ ~ 
That no wight have my name in honéle. 

" 1 l wot myse1f best how 1 y sto~de; "-
IFor what l drye or what l thynke, 
l wil myselven al hit drynke, 
Certeyne, for the more part, 
As fer forthe as l kan myn art." 

(H.F •. 1l. 1874-1882,) 

But while'Chaucer's own quest for fame is probably a subsidi-

ary issue, the larger theme invo1ves the who1e question of 

the perceived or received knowledge ~hat a poet uses in his 

art. Chaucer, at the beginning ~f the House of ~, is, 

himself, like the Goddess Famé when he chooses detai1s from 
/ 

, a uthori ta t,ve sources and decides to e1abora te and emphasize 
. l ' 

the inco,rtstant lover theme and consequently censure Aeneas. 

Now, in ~rror, he watch~s· essentially the sarne rnechanism \at 
) 

work. But \i t is taken one st~p furtber when he is next 

~-------,-~~---
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l 

guided to the revol ving House of 

to a cage and desèribes as being 

he twice likens 

"ch~kynge&" and 
.P 

"gygges" (11. 1942-3). This bird_ cagE! bi:i::'d phouse' is 

composed of twigs and has holes on the -Co and thousan<:ls of 

_ entrances, but i·t is revol ving so 

who ambiguously states "therfore - due 1 le , ,,54 must help him 

ente'r. Once inside, it appears to the poet that the: cage is 

no longer moving. This seems to suggest the psychological 
1 

equivalent'of the f1ight above the earth: from a proper 

perspecti ve both the world and the House of Rumour appear 

mutable and contingent; on earth or in the bird cage of 

rumour one becomes snared aJld inv01ved, and aIl seems normal. 

The cage of rumeur contains, significantly, contempo~arY 

sound which is waiting to fly off through the 'roof to go ta 
, 

" , 
be judged by Fame, anèf each of these sounds takes on the 

, , 

f 
physical image of the person who made i:l:. Particularly, 

interesting is the 1ist of characters present: 

And, Lord, this hous in a1le tymes, 
Was fuI of shipmen and ,pi1grimes, 
Wi th scrippes bret-ful of lesinges, 'u 

En tremedled wi th tydynges, 
And. eek al10ne be hemsel ve .0 

0, many a thousand tymes twelve 
~~:"'c..$augh l eke of these pardoners, 

- 7 -èurrours, 'and eke messagers, , \ 

Wi th boys tes cra~ed f~l of ly§!s 
As ever vessel w~s wi th lyes. 

(H.r. 11. 2121-2130) 
\ 

APpro~-ria tely, this 1ist·\centres on ~ie l, characters ,one 

could most 

cult not to 
~----

1 
! 

tell strange star' s - and it is diffi-

bury but what 

\ , 

'---r-- - --. ' __ -_______ ,'-, -- --_____ _ 
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1 
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is perhaps more significant is the fact.that the narrator 

. ·-·-'-----\t~kes a quite different attitude towards the bird house and 
'. ----~ '- -~. . 

its inhabitants~~o Famels petitioners. In 

Famels Palace, the narrator fe1t detâched from his surround-

ings; now, he is irnmediately drawn to these cont-emporary 

characters who instead of coming out of "olde bokes Il are 

derived from daily' observ~tion. His enthusias~ is demonstra­

ted in his réquest to his guide that he be gi ven more time 
\ 

in .the ~ House of' Rumour: 

• "y preye the 
That thou a while abide me, 
For Goddis ~ve, and 1ete me seen 
What wondrePin this place been; 
For yi t:',' \para,un ter, y may l.ere 
Som 900~hereon, or sumwhat here 
That le f me were, or that y wente." . 

(H.F. Il. 1993-1999) 1 

, His r",ac.ti.~.~ "::-the storytellers clearly ';"mons,tr~t~\ 
dés,' re' tQ:"'5efri::~~" . 

1 C' ' 1 
. • . l alther-fastest wente 
Aboute, and dide al myn entente 
~ fpr to p1eyen and for to 1ere, 
AIld eke a tydynge for to heret 
That l had herd of som contre 
Tha t shal not now be to1d for me 
For hit no nede is, rede1y~ 
Folk kan synge hi t bet than 1; 

(H.F. Il. 2131-8) 

-,""" 

his 

, ' 

The reference to "som contre" i5, problematica1. Koonce argues 

thae it' wou1d be' a reference to Jerusa1em or Heaverr; 55 \. 
(, 

however, there" seems no real evidence to point to an answer 
\ 

to this di1ernma., A more frui tful approach might be to nqte 
, 

that' the poet has introduced a detail which will have to be 

• \ , 
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/ 
explained later - and l suspect that the explanation will take 

more than, a few Lines - and states that others can, and 

likely will, tell it better. There seems a strong likelihood 

tmat the "on~s who "kan synge hit bet than I" are the 

characters particularized in" the next Unes: 
.. ~ J ' 

I! 

,I herde a gret noyse wi tha~le 
In a corner of the halle, " 
Ther men of love-tydynges !tolçe, 
And l gan thiderward ,behol'de; 

~H. F. ,11. 2141-4') 
, ,1 

l ~ould suggest that these men are our storytellers and that' 

the "chirkynges" in the bird cage will be the "love-tydynges ll 

re!erred to earlier in the poem. Tllis assembly of "birds"; 
" 

however, is as chaotic as the one in the Parlement of Foules: 

'. . . l saugh rennynge every wight, 
As faste as that they,hadden myght; 
And everych cried, "What thing is that?" 
And somme sayde, "I not never what." 
And whan they were alle on an hepe, 
Tho behynde begunne' up l,epe, , 
And clamben up on other faste, 
And ~up the, nose and _yën kaste, 
And troden faste on other's heles, 
And stampen-, as men doon aftir- eles. 
Atte laste y saugh a man, 
Which that y [nevene] nat ne kan: 
But he semed for to be 
A man of gret auctori te .. 

(g. 11. 2145':"2158) 

/ J 1 
Somehow this fi.gure

l 
:which .the narrator exp'1icitly',state,s he .. 

does not recognize seems prepared to bring sorne arder to 

~ose characte,rs who lare telling Il love-tydynges " . The 

suggestion of Koonce that the figure i5 Christ,56' of Ruggier,5 

that he is Boethius , 57 or of o1;hers that he is John of GéIr,!Jllt f ,,' 

" 

/ 

, , 

Î 

) 
/ 
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or Richard 'IISS seem to miss the mark be.cause of the impro-

priety and incongrui ty of th e characters appearing in a 

bedlam bird cage 1 the state that the poet does not 

recognize thJ "man of the 

House of Rumour is reserved for cont mporary ti,dings. A more 

likely candidate would be a "man of grete authorite" much 
1 

like Harry Bailey who wi th several able exceptions brings 

order ta the, at times, unruly Canterbury pilgrims. At this 
"", 

poin t the .bird imagery in the poem converge~ to foc us on the 
? 

convention of birds-and-1ove: the bird-guide eagle tO"-' a 
~ 

debate on love; the poets ~n the Palace of Fame who are 

described in t.erms of birds (Il. 1516 and 1522-3) i .Fame wit,h -

her avian attributes (Il. 1381-2;, 1391-2; and 1. 70,3); the 

bird caCje ~f rumour with its bird-lure "gygges" ~l. 1942) f 

its bi+,d sound "chirkynges" (1. 1943) f and its "winged 

wondres" (1. 2118) which fly out the doors - aIl, lead t9' a 

conventional bird-debate which h<is been a~ted ~o a very 
1 

unconventional situation. Chaucer has dreated the frame f9r 

a "collection of stories' around the idea 0 f the bird-deba te: 

in the same way that the birds in Le Jugement D' Amours, De 

Venus ~ Deese d' Amor, ~ ~ and the Nightingale and the 

Parlement of Foules debate and argue and figh t over questions 

of love, so also will the House of Rurnour's ,"birds" debate 

"love" ,with their Il love-tydynges Il • It seems clear that these 

"10ve~tydynges" "al mot out, other late or rathe u (l'. 2139), 

and if we missed the love' aebate in the House of ~, 

'--------­--~~ ---'----'" -." --.------. ~r- , 
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for~una tely it turned up later in 
, , the love and rnarr~age 

! 
debate in The Can terbury Tales. 

~ 

Ob'Vious!y tt:tere are- several objections to this theory. 

At the beginning of Book III Chaucer refers to Il This lytel 

laste bok" (1. 1093), and it could be reasonably argued that 

if Book III continued for much longer, i t would not be 

, Illy tel ", and that if more books were to be added, i t would 

not be II las tell • In the first 'in$tanèe, i t i5 helpful to 

remember that Chaucèr describes Troilus and Criseyde as a 

"lytel boke ll59 whén it would definitelY,exceed our normal 

standard 0 f", Il li t tle " . As for "las te", it is likely that the 

poet uses the word in the sense of Il la test Il - .in which sense 

he and his contemporaries demonstrably used the word. 60 

Another objection would be that for a prologue, The House of 

Fame is disproportiomftely long. This is undoubtedly true, 

but one feels uncornfortable cri ticizing as too long a work of 

art which is thoughtful, p~ovocative, humourous, and aesthet-

ically pleasing. Chaucer makes explicit in this poem ideas 

and themes whicl1 a7'e implicit in llThe General Prologue" to 

The Canterbury Tal.es and whether one- pre fers 'implici t to 
'. .. 

explici ~ one must reeognize that -explici t exposition usually 

requires more lines, mère words. As for the more general 

, objection that the poem lacks unit y 1 there i5 no question 

-.J' 

, i-
that the parts \of the poem are fully integrated into the 

whole: the quest for Il tydinges/ of Loves folk" does \not con­

fliet with the therne of the vicissitudes of fame be'cause the 

/ 

\ 

-------,,! 
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ernphasis is placed on "tidings" as much as on "love", and 
(i 

what we are dealing with- in ,·much of the poern i5 the suJ:?jec-

tivity of "tidings" generally. The convention of ,birds-and-

love reinforces this theme and adds unifying, force te' tlfe 

poem. In Book I, "tydyngesj of Loves folk Il are explici tly 

described, however, there are none of the conven tional birds 

~present, the season is winter, and the setting is a wasteland. 

When a bird does arrive on the scene, it is not to celebrate 

erotic love but rather to take the poet away fro~ the Temple 
/ 

of Venus. This eagle is described and conceived as a 

humourous character but that should not discoùrage us from 

regarding him as the "fetheris in thi thQught ll6l which guides 

to a contemplative perspective on life. The bird is a sylnbol 

of the love espoused in Mac;:obius and Boethius because he 
,;hl 

offers a pr~per perspective on earth.,.ly experience and because 

of his humour and explanations of natural science. The 

contemplative vision understands the workings of the universe, 

and humour, not solemnity, is d~rived from a recognition that 

hurnanity is.J3o snared to the chaotic earthly perspecti ve t~at 

it cannot appreciate the relativity of human experiencé and 

62 the higher purpose o~ .an ordered universe. We have, then, 

an emissary of spiritual love, rather than the conventional 
.; 

#1<-

bird-guide' who leads the riarrator to the bir4-debate on erotic 

love. In Book III, the whole description of Fame ~~ her 

palace is linked to Il love-:-tydyngés" not as much by s~j.ect 
matter as in terms of the veracity or subjectivlty' involved 

'. 

'---- ---.~.' .. ;"'"'7,---,."----.. - -- .---. ___ ~_....._._-.-_~ .. -,_ 
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in the creation of stories of love. 
.J 

narrator w1tnesses 

fame dealing with reputation in much the same way' that qe, 

himself, did when describing the 'Aeneas and Dido episode. 

But next Il Geffrey" is led to the b~rd-debate and instead of 

birds debating like men, we have men in a bird cage or bird 
r 

house "chirkynge" their "love-tydynges ll
• 'l'he stori'las which 

will be told under 'the auspices of a Na tura or a Harry Bailey 

type of authority figure will be "tydingesj of Lo~s folk" 

and they will be furiously fighting for survival jus't like 
, 

tl:1e conterrding theories of! love in the conven tional, bird-

., debates. The convention of birds-and-Iove directs us !:O 

birds debating on earthly love, but also pr~~~qes,us with a 
f 

philosophical backqrop - a bird' seye view contemplative 
/ 

perspective - as an intellectual context for the debate. 

The Bouse of Fame and the Parlement of Foules are both 

concerned with IIlovertydynges" but whereas the former 

emphasizes Il tydynges " , the latter investigates "love". The ", 

Parlement of Foules clearly follows in the tradition of' the 

bird-debate, and aIl of the <?onventional machinery is present: 

a narFator searching for lovei a visionary dream; a guide to 

the garden of love; an assembly of birds preside~ ovel:' by an 
,1 

authority figure; and a debate whifh, centres on the nature of 
1_, 
, ,~ . 

, • • l , • 

love-- It 1S, however, the except110nal use wh1ch Chaucer 
.... 

makes of' the 90nventional elemen~ which lifts this poem to 

:the p~ilosophicalP- and hiunourous diniÈmsions for which i t is 50 

admired. 

-~--,--- ~---
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The Parlement of Foules features a framing technique 

0' which is sirnilar to the one ernployed less successfully in the 

Book 2! the Duchess. In the latter poem, the narrator's 

reading offers an attitude towards excessive grieving 

expressed by the dead Seys to his wife Alcyone: 

"My swete wyf, 
Awake ! let be your sorwful lyf,~! _ 
For in your sorwe there lyth no red. 
For, certes, swete, l nam but dedi' l 

(B.D. 11. 201-4) 

In the narrator l s dream, he encounters a knighi::~èi.f.êssed ~n. ~. 

black who i~_obvio~sly in mourning, and who has lost aIl 

interest in living. After listening ta the knight de scribe 

his 10&$ in terms of the wheel of fortune and a game of 

chess, the narrator manipulates the mourner tô actually state 

that his wife is dead, and to recognize the futi1ity of 

further excessive grief. As the poem unquestionably concerns 

John of Gaunt's feelings at the death of Blanche, one sees 
. 

that Chaucer is placing the courtly love near-suicidal g+ief 
/' 

, 
at the death of a loved one in sorne kind of larger perspective 

. 
through the frami~g story. In the Parlement of ~oûles, the 

framing story is from Cicero 1 s "Dream of Scipio" as re,ported 

in Macrobius' commentary. At ~irst glanc~1 this might not 

appear to be an innovation as the narrator of The Romance 

of the Rose begins by reading the same book. Guillaume de 

Lorris, however, merely mentions the text and uses it as 

"auctoritas" for his dream. Chaucer moves beyond 'this 

-----~~-~- '1 « 
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-
conventional opening'by expanding the description of Scipio's 

dream, and underrnining the traditional trappings of the bird­

debate. Affrycan' gives Scipio a bird' seye view of the 

universe and w~m: 

:'. • "Know thyself first irnrnortal, 
And loke ay besyly thow werche-and wysse 
Ta commune profit, and thow shalt not mysse 
Ta comen, swiftly to that pl'ace deere 
That ful of blysse is and of saules cleere. 

If~ut' brekers of the 1awe, soth to seyne, 
And likerous folk, after that they ben dede, 

/ SQ,\ll whirle aboute th'erthe alwey in peyne,. 
(~. Il. 73-80) 

-v 

~lthough earthly erotic love is ostensibly the focal point of 

the poem, when Chaucer introduces' the bird-~ebate by para-

phrasing Affrycan's sumroary: 

Than bad he hym, syn erthe was so lyte, 
And fuI of tormen't and of harde grace, 
That hè ne shulde hym in the world delyte., 

(!:.:.!.. Il. 64-6) 

he is ca1ling into question the basis of three centuries of 
/ 

bird love-debates. And this sens~ disjunction is 
. !, .--- , 

acknowledged in the narrator' s staternent that fil hadde tl'Wng 

which that l nolde, / And ek l nadd~ that thyng that l wolde" 

(Il. 90-1), and reflected in the contentio structure of the 

lines at the beginning of the poem. 

The narra,tor is, like his counterparts in Li Fablel dou 

Dieu d'Amours and ~ Venus ~ Deese d' Amor, s'earching for "love ... 

Characteristically, however, the narrator of the bird-debate 

is seeking an actual rnis~ress, his plight is serious, and his 
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success i6 somehow dependent on the bird-debate. The narrator 

of the Parlement of Foules, on the other hand, admits: 

• . • tha t l knowe na t Love in dede, 
Ne wot how that he quiteth folk here hyre, 

(P.F. Il. 8-9) 

Nevertheless, he rea.ds his books in hope of 
, " 

lia cert~yn thing 
l' 

, to leme" (1. 20). Chaucer' s narrator is a "voyeur" .of loye, 

and he styles himself not on1y without à mistress but also 

o'nly really interested in love in the abstracto From the 

beginning, he is seen in a slightly pathetic Iight - as, for 

examp1e, when he _he~si tates before the arnbiguous inscription 

on the gate and must be 'shoved through by Affrycan - yet his 

reading has led him to a "certain" immutable type of love 

which, wh'ile it might not be the type of love he expected, 

does seern the kind of earthly love which has rnost validi ty in 

the poem. 

The earthly love featured in the poem, is epitomized by 

the dual inscription on the gate to the garden of love: 

---------

IfThorgh me men gon i:nto that blysful place 
Of hertes hele and ded1y woundes cure; 
Thorgh me men gon un to the we lle 0 f grace, 
There grene and 1usty May sha1 evere endure. 
This is the wey to al good aventure. . 
Be glade, thow redere, and thy sorwe of-caste; 
Al open am l - passe in, and sped thee faste !" 

"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 14.ves bere. 
't'his strem yow ledeth to the sorte fuI were 
There as the fish in prysoun is al drye; 
Th 1 eschewing i5 on1y the remedye ! ," 

(U." Il. 127-140) 

---_.- -- -- -- . - . --- - .~ 
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It is significant that\ these two types of love seem so dis­

tinct yet so, inseparable. The sarne type of incongrui ty is 

reflected by Chaucer' s decision to replace the traditienal 
1 

250 

guide te the garden of love - a bird,. Venus 1 the God of Love ~ 

«th a discourteous advocate of spiritual love who has the 

contemplative bird' seye perspective if not the wings and the 

beak. '1'his ambivalent descripti,on of love can be viewed on 
~ ~' 

one side as a kind of spiritual, omnipresent springtime much 

like 'that espoused in Paulinus of Nola 1 s "Ver avibus voées 

aperit, mea lingua suum ver ll
• "Grene and lusty May shaJ. 

evere endure", "that blysful place ll (echoing Affrycan 1 s 

earlier description of heaven) ,63 IIthe welle of grace", and 
,\ 

"t),ertes hele", aIl suggest a spiritual state of love but one, 

significantly, which can exist independent of seaso~al change 

in the earthly garden of love. Furthermore, when the section 
~ 

of the garden reflecting this love is described, i t is por-
, 

trayed in terms of plenitude, health, utility,and harmony. 
\ 

Here birds "synge,! With voys of aungel in here armonye;" 

(11.190-1) and the music il%equal to that in heaven: 

Of instruments of strenges in acord 
Herde I so pleye a ravyshY'~g, swetnesse, 
That God, that makere is of al and lord, 

,Ne herde nevere beter, as l gesse. 
Therwith a wynd, unnethe it myghte be lesse, 
Made in the leves grene a noyse softe 
Acordaunt to thé foules song aJ.ofte. 

(P.F. Il. 197··203) 

This i5 an Eden-like setting and while there i8 no initial 
• 

reference to erotic love 1 there is, significantly, much 
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emphasis on fertili ty, plenitude, and Il commune profyt". On 

the other hand, the other inscription' is studded wi th the 

trappings of erotic fin amour - Disdayn, Daunger, sterili ty, 
\ 

-and sorrow - and when this side of the r garc:l,en is d~scribed, 

it is depicted as almost a frozen tableau filled wi th 

personifications from ~ Romance of the ~, mythological 

figures connected wi th erotic love, and an atmosphere of shame 

and frus!ration. Here again the birds are beautiful â:nd 

Plentiful,64 but their song' is not" described i'n terms of 

an9'els and heaven1, as thE:i!Y now belong ta the tradition which 

produced the troubadour poetry of Bernart de "Ventadorn. 

When we are int-roduced to Nature - "the vicaire of the 
.f"( 

almyghty Lord" (1. 379) - she is found,-'not surprisingly, in 

the part of the garden, "that was so sote and grene" (1. 296): 

And in a Iaunde, upon an hil of floures, 
Was set this noble goddesse Nature. 
Of braunches/'were here halles and here boures 

, Iwrought after here cast and here mesurei 
Ne there nas fouI that cometh of engendrure 
That they ne were prest in l'lere presence, 
To take hir,e dom and yeve hire audyence' ll 

(P.F. Il. 302-8) 

It is importânt to note that Nature is very much a part of 

this Edenic section of the' garden; this is no other-worldly 

type of love but is, ratheJ;, integrally connected wi th 

fertility, beauty, "engendr'ure", and cornrnon profit. However,-

the narmony which is emphasized when every bird takes othis 

owne place" (1. 320) i6 shattered when the exaggerated ideals 

of erotic fin amour en ter through the love demands of the 
CI 

________ .. ~".---v-__ --_ .... --..... - - ------------
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poten.tial to view the world from Affrycan 1 s vantage po in t 

but instead fall into the error of "synguler profit". 65 AIl 

three s itors have varying degree~ of selfishness in common, 

and eir demands are based respectively on (1) faithfulness 

e mistress whatever happensi (2) length Ot service; and 
1 / 

) ïntensity of passion. Nature and the tercelet offer the 

advice mes t reascnable ta harm~ny and plenitude - mating 1 

\ 

between equals - but their c'andidate seems to have already 

disqualified himself with the confusion of hierarchical 
, 

principles impl,.'i-cit in his opehing statement, "Uritc my " , 

soverayn lady, and not my fere,! I chese, .•. " (Il. 416-

7).66 Exaggerated ~Phatis on sexual passion and the trap­

pings of c~urtl'y love' have replacèd the pz:inciples of 

plenitude, rationality, and hierarchy so even the much sought 

! after formel eagle asks for a respite because "r' wol nat 
\ 

serve Venus ne Cupide" (1. 652). And who can blame her 

considering the context which the poem has set up: she has 

before her two natural settings, one which is dominated by '" 

fertili ty, pleni t\l~e'7 and harmony, and the other governed by 

Venus but peoplea by Daunger and Disdayn and pervaded by the 

atmosphere of sterility· and frustration. The assembly'of 

birds shoul.d and does take place in the pre-lapsus Edebic 
( , 

setting but somehow the fin amour el~ments of the convention 
, 

of birds';:'and-love have encroached on "commune profit" terri-

tory. Two trad:l!'tions of birds':'and-love imagery are set up in 
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contradiction ta one another when normally one is ernployed to 

govern the poem: birds are either seen as instinctual and 

unencumbered by human mating problems or they are experts and 

arbiters of fin amour - here we have both traditions working 

wi thin the saroe b~rd assembly. 
1 

The poet, like the narrator of Pervigiliurn Veneris, is 
.-' 

alienated from the love which he is aware is going on all-

around hirnl. Instead of thé tradi tional bird, Venus, or 
, 1 

Cupid for la guide, he is gj,ven spiritual mentor who shows 
i 
1 

him a kind' o:e earthly ingtime of love which, like 

Paulinus of Nola's springtirne, a its all the joyful elements 

. of Scipio' s vision but discards the contemptus mundi 
\ 

penumbra. One rnight then expect 'tfuat, like de Ventadorn, 
" \ 

Gower, and Graunson, the narrator would be treated to a view 
/ -' 

of the uncomplicated harmonious love of birds which' would 

forro a contrast to his present situation. Instead he is 

confronted with the fact that many of the birds have taken up 

the subtleties of fin amour and" synguler profit" and end up . 
frustrated. The harmonious assercibly b~eaks into> " flytyngs" 

between idealisrn and ,practicaiity, and a~istocratic and 

plebian ,tastes which àre dramàtically displayed to ,n extent 
i 

unseen in, prev~ous bird-debates. The con~el{:t, moreCj>ver, 

provides an even greater disagreement because we have be~n 

presented wi th an earthly ideal of plenitude, hierarchy, and , 
harmony, and a formel who in tends to keep ta .that ideal. The 

anly recourse for the narrator if he is to blysful 

---_ .. _._. _.~_.---_.-
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place/ Of hertes hel.e and dedly woundes cure" (11. 127-8) is 

to forsakè the exaqgerateç1 sexual passion and sel;.f-seeking of 

"iikerous folk" and accept the principles of reason, h,ier-. \ 
i: ' ~rchy, and fertili ty as the b~sis for mat.i:nq - exactly those 

principles val.ued 'so high1y in medieval~ marriage contracts. 6.7t 
~ ~~ it iS! hel1e that St. Valentine becornes important in the 0-

~oem. How this Christian saint came ~ to be assocïated wi th 

, , 
\ 

\ 

.~ 

lovè~s is lost in a murky 
'-':~'~l 

February 4 as '-the day on 

past. 6 8 The sarne might be said for 

which aIl birds mate. Whatever the 

or:Lqin of the nnection - and Chauce rand Graunson rnake the 

first recorded references ta it - _~t. Valentine is se en as a 
~ ! ~ 

Christian saint who intercedes on behalf of huinan lovers and 

who presides over the mating of birds on his feast day. It 

is significant, h'owe","er, that a saint is ·S'o closely asso­

ciated with the mating of birds and' hÙInans because, as we 

have seen earl.ier, in the secular convention of birds-and-

love, bird mating is usually divorced f·rom human love as a 
, '" , . 

result of ,the seerning disparity between the sirnplicity of one 

and the complexity_ o~ thj3 other. On t;he other hahd, in the 

Christian tradition 'there one would expect St. valentine to be 

found., birds. and love are' prorninent but there is no mating and 
o /_ 

the love described is spiritual.' The secu1ar tradition empha-
~ 

S'izes tempora1ity, alienation, a~J the Christian tra'd-

ition, perpetuaI springtime, unit y, and spiritual .love. l;t 
• 

would appear to be one or the other. But;. the Parlement of Foules 

does not ask us to choose betwe.en spiri tual and erotic /10ve1 
" 

, . 
/ 
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if it did, the parliament would break up before the vas-t, 

majority of the birds had,' successfully chosen their mates, 

and there would /be ho ;oundel to return us to the harmony of 

nature and the celebration of St. Valentine. In this poem, 

St. Valentine becomes an intermediary b:~tween the secular and 
, , 

Christian tradi tions of erotic and spirUûal love - just as 

he, as a saint, iS:I:aÏl- intermediary between man and God, earth 

and heaven. And it is significant that Graunson' s use of St. 

Valentine in c~mplaint~ de sainte Valentine69 is similar: 
, 

After the narrator' s mistre~s has. died, he is prepared "t9. 

for~go erotic love, but St. Valentine intervenes and presents 

him with a new mistr~~s. Chaucer appears to ce working with , 

"'-the saine idea of mediating between
D 

two seemingly contradictory 

ideals, .put he takes it much fur,ther,. The state $uggested 

by Il grene and l usty May ahal evere endure" is one normally 

reserved for spi~itual love, but the poet fills it, with an 

earthly assembiy of matinq birds' who are, for the most part, 

successfully.qQJl1bining !!:2.!. with "commune profyt l
'. Under the 

"~auspices of St. Valentine and Nature, both mediators between 
0. r- t; ~ .. 

1 ~t .. 

heaven and earth" a synthesis of two traditions wi thin the 

convention of birds-and-love ha's occurred so that a sense of 

co~unity, ~, and a" perpetu~l féeling of rejuvenation 

combine in. the mating procEiss ..: as long as one maintains 
Jo 

" higher perspective which sees th~ ,folly of exaggerated 

the 

exaltation ofF sexual passion and 1~~guler pr~f:i~n. 70 The 

, " --. '" 
Par1enent 2!vFou~es, finally, is not a poem of sexual 

/ 
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1 
( 

frustration, but rather a celebration of mating based on the 
. , 

principles of reason, hierarchy, plenitude, and ccmmon profit. 

Althq~gh the narrator/obse'rver does net seenl to recognize it, 
/' ,"-

he ShOUld~1éè1."~Trat~d into"'this natural scene. The birds, 

who S'houlcL fheroselv~s mediate between ear;t,h. and sky and who 
, ~) \ 

should pos~ess, àc/ol='ding to Arnbro~ê, an instinctive sense of 

communi ty,o do finally live up to their poten tial and becorne 

natural symbols of supernatural spiritual love. 
1 

Chauc;ç~ontribution to the convention of birds-and-

,~love' is i1preskive. ,He inherited a form which had se en a 

fairl!, steady devel<;>pment since the classics and by working 

within the familiab'fr~work of this conven1ion he could 

effectivelyprepare his audience for striking variations on 

'" 
/' 

/' 

familiar theme$. He contributed humour, irony, ~tural obser~ 
;f 

vatlÏ.on, a heightened sense of draroa, a concern for ph;ilosoph­
,,-

ical issues,'and most importantly, an enlarged sense 'of love. 

The transmutations of the elements within "'the convention were 

not introduced merely to be shoc~ing, innovative, o~ amusing; 

the changes re'flect and suggest new ways of thinking, feeling, 
.' . " 

and seeing. Cha~cecr' s use of biras-and-love topoi such as 

the bird-
fi 

/ 

the spring .;etting, locus amoeaus, dream Vi~iOri! and 

1'- d'ebate on the nature of love>l. is 'YJ3ry unconventional'. Generally, 

. he alters the significance of the topos by inverting it or by 

moving it from its tradition4.l context. In the House '9!. ~, 

for examp~e,~.yè a: dre":'-viSion but the convent;'0'lj'l 

spring season is replacecl by a win ter season to suggesl the 

~------~----------~--
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~ 

sterility of the love dePict)f ~n the, temple of glass. The 

"Nun' s Priest' s Tale" adopts the ~nventional locus amoenus 
- . t 

.< 
for its setting but 9ur bird protag6nists are de~icted in a 

humble b~rnyard rath~~han an enclosed garden: this adapt­

ation re!lects Chauntecleer's perversion of traditianal 

intellectual and moral priarities. A more dramatic alteration 

of the convention of b~rds-and-love can be seen in the Rouse 

of ~ when Chaucer, dramatically extends the', idea af the 

~ird-debate so that it becornes a conceptual frame~ork for a 

collection of love stories and, at the same tirne, it rein-

forces the theme of the" unreliability of "tydynges" by 

identifying the prospective storytellers with bir4s in a cage. 

On the·other ~and, the Parle~t 2! Foules appears to use the 

birds-and-love topoi in a more traditional way -'except that 
~ 

Chaucer informs the whole pOém with a sense of spiri~ual love 
\ v' 

right from the beginning. Nevertheless, ~ is not 'depicted 

as a negative, animal activity. Chaucer obviously finds 

erotic love ennobling and gratifying but only when the passion 

does no~mask self-interestOand' usur~ higher principles. The 

poet characteristically pLaces erotic love against a 

philosophical backdrop o~ spiritual love which seems inextri7 
i 

cably tied to a éontempl~tive bird's eye.perspective on the 

uni verse. Whether i t be a flight in the talons of an eagle, 
1 . ' 

a synopsis of Scipio's dreàm, a startling allusion ta 

Scripture, or a pilgrimage to C~nterbury incorporated into a 
..- . 

reverdie, the contemplative dimension gives a hierarchical 

" 
, 

" 
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erotic preoccupation in particular. While it is not uncommon 

to find the contemplative perspective in medieval literature, 

.r i t': is l;'arely combined wi th the convention of birds-and-Iove 

ttnless the contrast is intended to underrnine the· interest in 
~ 

erotic relat~onships, youth, and earthly joy. That'Chaucer 

does not make the contrast too unbalanced is part of his 

greatness: his concern for his protagonists, his understand­

ing of their aspirations, his gentle irony rather than 
'-<fI 

satire, his insight into the subtlety'of human interaction, 

set him apart from the rnajority of his artistic contempor-

aries~: Finally, in the Parlement ~ Foules even the gontrast 
" J 

o:f ea}thly and contemplative fades jnto the background: a 
, 

synthesis between-the values of the erotic and spiritual is 

found when St. Valentine and Nature encour~ge mating for 

"commune profit" through the principles of reason, hierarchy, 

and plenitude. 

.' 
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·NOTES 

1 Psychoanalysis, of course, also argues that birds are 
phallic-shaped and that "flying" is symbo,lic of sexual 
intercourse. 

2 See James J. Wilhelm, The Cruelest Month: Spring, Nature 
a.nd ~ in ClaSSical~,and Medieva17' pp, 76-7. 

3 11. 1-9. Medieval Song: ~ Anthology of Hymns and Lyrics, 
transe James J. Wilhelm (New York: E.P. Dutton Co., 1971), 
p. 28. 

4 "11. 11-17. 

5 Il. 20-24. 

6 The Cruel st Month, p. 139 

7 See E. S. 
Macmillan, 

uckett, Alcuin, Friend~f Charlemagne (New York: 
951 y, pp. 15 j - 4 • \ - " 

, ' 

l ' 
8 See He1~n-waddell, Medieval Latin L~rics (1933;, Rpt. 
Harmondsworth': Penguin Books, 1952) ,Written for His Lost 

,Nightingale" (pp. 98-9), and "Lament For The Cuckoo" 
(pp. 88-9). 

9 11. 6-8, 18-20, 36-4J. Wilhelm, Medieval Song, pp. 61-3. 
See Waddell, pp. 92-?i,Jfor Latin original. There is sorne 
question as to whethér Alcuin lrote this poe m,. See Waêldell, 
Medieval Latin Lyrics, P" 317. 

" ' 

10 Medieval Sings~ 11. 1-8', 21-4, pp. 68-9. See Waddell, 
. Medieval Lat n Lyrics,· pp., .l;.6 8-9 , for Latin original. Bees 

were considered birds in rnedieval encyclopedias. /See T.H. 
White, The ~Bestiary, pp. 153-9, and Chaucer's Parlement of 
Foules,:rï. 353-4. ~ 
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Il Medieval Songs, pp. 69-70, Il. 29-40. See Waddel1, 
,Medieval Latin Lyrics, pp. 156-9, for Latin original. 

12 Medieval Songs,p. 71. See Wadde11, pp. 168-9, for Latin 
original. 

~ ~~, 
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,~.: . ,. 
13 . ~ 

Frederick Go1din 1 ed. and trans., Lyrics of the Troubadou,rs 
and Trouvêres: ~ Antho1ogy ~ a History (New York: 0 

Doub1eday, 197,,3), pp. 136-41, Il. 1-8. This l,lsefu1 text 
provides original and translation on facing pages. 

14 Il. 49-56._ 

15 Go1din. "Tant oai mo cor pIe de joy~" pp. 129-134 , Il. 1-12. 

16 11. 37-48. 

17 11. 49-52. 

18 pp. 144-49, Il. 1-8. 

19 Arnores 2. 19. 36, in The Loves, The Art of Beauty, The 
Remedies for Love and TheArt of LoVEi'; trinS:- ij.. Humphries 
(BloomingtOn: Indiana univ:--i?"ress-;-ï'9S7), p. 661, 

20 James J. Wilhelm, The Cruelest Month, p. 34. 

21 Later, in Jean de Cond~'s La Messe des Oisiaus et li Plais 
des Chanonesses et, des Grises:Nonains,-one even finds-a 
1ight-hearted dePfction of a re1igious service sung by birds 
in honour of Venus. A company of canonesees attend this 
court of love to lodge a complaint against the grey nuns who 
have stolen their lovers. 
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,22 ~.g., peire D'Alvernhe, "Rossinhol, el seu repaire", 
Goldin, p. 162. 

23 See J.M. Teffler, "The Evolution of a Medieval Theme", 
Durham Univ. Journal, 45 (1952), p. 26., 

24 De Venus la Deese d'Amour . 

25 " . Marie de France, Lai de Laust~c, ands'Lai de Yonec. 
~- - ~~.--. --, 

~/ 
26 ~cio, The Decarneron, 'Fifth Day and Fourth Story. 
The expression was likely current earlier. Piehler, 
Visiona~ Landscape, notes its use in Chrétien's C1iges, 
see pp. 100-1. 

27 Robert Graves, The Greek Myths (Harmondsworth: Penguin 
Books, 1960), vol~--r,- p. 58. kt. 

28 
Charles Oulmont, Les D~bats du C1eré et du Chevalier 

(Paris: Librairie'Honoré Champion, 1911)-,-p~ 124-42. 

29 Oulmont, 'pp~ 167-83'[6 
," 

30 Oulmont, pp. 197-216. 

3l"QUlmont, p~22. 
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32.K~thryn Hume, ~ OW1 and ~ Nightingale: ~he poem ~ ~ 
Cr~t~cs (Toronto: Univ. of Toronto Press, 1975), provides an 
excel1 t summary of the various interpretaticns of this ' 

ornpl x poem. 

"Knight's Ta1e'~, 1. 2988. 
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34 Boece, Bk. IV, pro i, 1. 66. 

35 See above, pp. 198-9. 

36 Bk. l, Il. 41-9 and passim. The association of 
"fowling" or bird hunting with love is quite ancient. In 
Love Poems-of-Ancient Egypt, trans. Ezra Pound and Noel Stock 
(New York: New Directions, 1962), "Pleasant Sangs to the 
Sweetheart Who Meets You in the Fields" uses fmofling 
imagery quite extensively to describe the sensation of falling 
in love. 

-37 .. . A It loS l.n~~rest~ng to~ compare. t.hï.s image of the fowler 
withYhe more famous one in "The Prologue ll to The Legend of 
Good Women (Text F, Il. 130-9). In the latter poem, the 
fowler is clearly placed in opposi tion to the birds who are " 
joyfully preparing fo~ love and mating. 

38 Later Criéeyde is netted and caugh't, but i t is the 
masculine and aggrëSsive Diomede who is the fisherman who 
"leyde out hook and lyne." (Bk .. V, 1. 777). 

39 This motif, which, in the interests of brevity, was not 
discussed in the earlier sUFvey of the birds and love 
convention is a popular.detail of folklore. By breaking 
down the communication barrier between birds and man it allows 
for more intense interaction between nature and civilization. " 
Usually a bird or animal is required to help a human 
protagonist in his ~uest, and this implies that human intellect 
is insufficient to cunderstand life fully. We have seen that 
the bird is often chosen because it is part of nature but 
also because it sees fr~m a higher perspective. The motif 
appears in Celtic folklore and in the Volsunga Saga where 
Sigurd eats the he art of Fafnir,the worm,and learns the 
language of the birds. It also survives in the 'Gr#mmls 
Household Stories tale "The White Snake". For a full a~count, 
see J.G. Frazer, "The Languagè of AnimaIs", in Garn~red 
Sheaves (Londo~: Macmillan, 1931), pp. 93-127 and 43l-8l. 
It appears that the. Squire was only using the motif as a 
substitute for the dream vision7 were he not, the poem might 
have been potential1y as profound as~thë Parlement 2! Foules. 
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40 See, for example, the analogues in Sources and Analogues 
of Chaucer's Canterbury Tales, eds. W.F. Bryan and Germaine 
Dempster (Chicago:1941: Rpt. New York: Hurnanities Press, 
1958), 'pp. 357-76. For the Squire's use 'of rhetoric, see 
R. S. Haller, "Chaucer' s'Squire' s Tale' and tl;1e Uses of 
Rhetoric", Modern 'Philo1ogy 62 (1965), pp. 285-95', and 
D. Pearsa11, iiThe Squire as Storyte11er", University of 
Toronto Quarter1y 34 (1965), pp._82-92. , 

.. 
41 It is difficlut to believe thàt Chauc~~ was not,farniliar 
with the use of the word "cok ll as euphemis'm for II penis". 
"Pilcok" was used as a cant word for "penis" earlier and 
on1y s1ightly after Chaucer, the p~em "1 have a \genti,1 cok" 
seems quite c1ear1y to refer to the penis. 

\' 

42 John Gardner, The Life and Times of Chaucer (New York: 
Random House, 1978) j p:-ï5~ 

43 B.G. Koonce, Chaucer and the Tradition of Fame: Syrnbolism 
in The House of Fame,pasSIm.---

44 . 
S. Delany, Ch~ucer's House of Fame: The Poetics of 

Skeptical Fideis j (Chicago: UnIV."'OrChIëigo Press,1972) 
passim. 

45 W.O. ~ypherd, Studies in Chaucer's Hous of Fame, 
Chauce~ Society, 2nd ser.-,-no. 39 (1908; Rp~ New York: 
Haske11 House, 1965) passim. 

46;0 R.J. Shoeck, "A Leg~1 Reading of Chaucer' s House of 
Fame", University of toronto Qùarter'ly 23 (1953), pp:T85-92. 

"-1" - ; 

1 

47 R. Preston, Chaucer (London: Sheed and Ward, 1952), p. 39. 

48 P.G. Ruggiers, "The Unit y of Chaucer's House of Farne", 
Studies in Philo1ogy 50 (1953) ,l'pp. 16-29. 
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49 J.M. Manly, Kittredge Anniversary Papers (Boston: 
Ginn and Cp.,e 1913), p. 73 ff. 

50 See, for example: Il. 615-650; Il. 651-677i 
Il. 2141-2144; ana the whole Dido and Aeneas story. 

/ 

51 ;Heroides, VII, "Dido to Aeneas". 

52 Chaucer emplo1{s nearly two hunqred lines fo describe 
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the Dido and Aeneàs episode and thirty-one lines to describe 
the last eight books of the Aeneid. 

53 g 

The oral/auraI nature of medieval reading and ;~adings 
would'make this passage 'on the nature of sound more 
relevant ta poetry of the Middle Ages than to contemporary 
poetry. 

54 1. 2001. The eag1e is stating that h~ lives ta bring 
the poet to the house, but perhaps he âls,o suggests that 
appropriately, hè lives in a bird house. 

55' Koonce, pp. ~70-7l. 

56 
Koon~~~_pp. 270-73. 

57 P. Ruggiers, "The Uni ty of Chaucer' s House of Fame", 
p. 28. 

58 See Robinson, p .. 788, for critics who have identified the 
"m~ ~f gl'et a utite" wi th some of Chaucer' s conteml?oraries. 

'1"59"' Troilus and Cri~yde, V, 1. 1786. 
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60 Middle English DictionarY' H. Kurath and S. Kuhn eds., 
(Ann Arbor: Univ. of Michigan Press, 1952--). Entry under 

JI 
"laste", p. 676, vol. V. 

61 Boece, Bk. IV, 1. 06. 

62 John of Salisbury's comments on the comedy of secu1ar, 
earthly life is applicable here. See Policraticus, 
Bk. III, chap. viii. 

63 1. 48; 1. 72; L 77~ land 1. 83. 

64 And on the temple, of dowves 'whi te and fayreJI 

'Saw l syttynge Many an hundred peyre. Il. 237:8. 

65 This is Dido's expression te describe Aeneas' unfaithful 
behaviour. House of ~, 1. 310. 
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66 It is significant that six liries before, Nature, herself, 
. has used the word "feere" (1. 410) in her directions for the 

mating. The first eagle, thus, expressly rejects an 
important principle in the mating process. 

67 Fin amour is, of course, not necessarily extra-marital. 
Therë7are .many examples of successfu1 courtly marriages in 
Chaucer's poetry, but one might particul,arly note the 
"Franklin's 'Tale", the "Knight's Tale", and the Book of the 
Oucbess. AIceste, in "The Prologue" to The Legend of~od 
Women, explici tly relate-s "fyn lovynge" Fc) marriage :-F:--
Il. 544~~. '0 

68 'There is nothing in the biography of either martyr named 
Valentine to account for his association with lovers. An 
interesting possibi1ity is that the idea that'birds mated on 
February 14 and that it was a clay for choosing lovers orig­
inated with a popular tradition going back to pagan rituals, 
and that the saint was merely added on because the festival 
corresponded with his saint day abd he legitimized the . 
occasion. The Roman Lupercalia,which involved fertility and 
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purification ritua1s, was celebrated on February 15 and 
it is quite possible that~ ritua1s ,were perpetuated 
and extended in fo~k tradition,before they were picked 
up by courtly circ1~s. 

69 See pp. 211-2. 

70 I~.the Comp1aint of M~rf" a bird sings Mars' lament 
about his unsuccessfu1 11a1son with Venus. Despite the 
fact that the song is sung on-~t~VVa1entine's Day, the 
affair, which is described as degrading, rnotivated 
primari1y by sexua1ity, inconstant, and adu1terous~ is 
a .disaster. 
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CONCLUSION 

We began this tpesis by suggesting that Chaucer's use 

of bird imagery is conventional yet highly indi viduaJ.istic. 

This study has attempted to demonstrate. the'vitality and 

currency of the conventions' up to the late fourteenth century 

. and to discuss Chaucer 1 s poetry against the backdrop of these 

conventions so as to determine in what ways the 'poet modified 

established patterns of imagery in order to create unique 

poems within tradi\1:;:ional frameworks. Careful examination of 

rQost of Chaucer' s ~dd poems Il reveals a struggle and t~nsi-on 
between idea and convention: one soon learns to recognize the 

c ~ 

famil<d.ar structure of the topos, but eJne must also be sensi­

tive to the originality of its treatment-. - Chaucer charac­

teristically invests established form with new or fresh 

content, an~ p~rticular" he extends t,he conventions of 

bird imagery to express phil~sophical and spiritual truths by 

developing in the conventi'ons the elements of perspective, 

point of view 1 and finally anal~gy. It will be appropriate 

to conclu4~~-b'!f., reviewing sorne of ,the more important' themes 
\ .~ t'j.. ~ " jL 

connectec{~ :t.() bitd imagery and by demonstrating how Chauc;er' s 
\ \~~.. }, ï'~ ~./ \ 

mod±ficatiohs'YrefJ.ect.significant intellectual, emotional,and 
6 

aesthetic developments. 

The most distinctive feature of Chaucer's bird,imagery 

" is his emphasis on t~cèlestial perspecti va.. In i ts tradJ.~· -__ 
. l 

tional medieval contemptus mundi context, ~is ~opos 

- 1 
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Cha 

es 'the insi.gnificance, of earthly aspiration, but in 

poetry i t favours a more' tolerant and genèrous 

ng of mankind' s ~nvoïVement in the temporal. For 
/ 

Chaucer', this celestial perspective May involve a "bird' s 

eye" view from a physical height or, i t may be a metaphorical" 

flight of ;the spirit, a meditation, a flight "wyth fetheres 

of Phi 1 osophye "; in ei ther case, the transcenden ~ heigh t 

offers a hierarchical context to secular concerns, an insight 
\, 

into the contingent natur"e of earthly truth, and an under-

standing of the seeming paradox of time, free-will,' and 

Providence. As sÜ~K- ~~=çelest~al p~rspecti ve could be 
, , 

reasonably linked ta the divine perspective described by Lady 

Pi?-ilosophy: 

~ . . . "if we may aptly compare God' s'present 
~ vision with man 1 s.,., He sees aIl things in his 

e ternal presentas you see sorne things in your 
temporal present. • . . His judgment is not 
çonfused~ with ,03: single intuition of his mind 
He knows aIl things that are to come, whether 
neGessarily or ndt. ff 2 

1 , 
The human observer ia too .clos~ or too invol ved ta recognize 

~.-

~ 

the true significancé of his earthly expe~iencei Chaucer, in 

fact, ill.ustrates this phenomenon in tlleliouse of, Fame when 
-.;..=-,;;..- -

the poet enters the whirling cage of Rumour and d,iscovers 

th~t, once inside, ~ see~ normal. T~e higher, contempla­

tiv.e perspective, on the other hand, is bes,t demonstrated 

with"the po~t's flight on ~e "fetheres of Philosophye"', the 

eagle. In the first book of tb,e Bouse of Fame, the poet' 'is " 1 ______ 

'confronted with contradictory ,lItruthsff--~è:fé-au'Ehoritatlve 

/ 
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wri'ters, and i't is only wjlen he is rescued by thEt philosoph-

ical perspec~ve a~d the célestial vantage-point represented 
\.. ' '" • ,<l, 

. by' tlle eagle "É~~t he understands the rèl~tivitY of litet~ry ~ 
auctorite. In a similar fashion', Chaucer's "sU1lUl1ary of "'l'he '0 

Dream of Scipio" at the' begin~ing of the Parlement of Foules 

encourages the audience ,.to .view the question of love' from- a 

perspective which is, ironically, even higher than that of .. . 
the avian protagonists of the pOém';j Beyond this, however,' 

Chaucer offers his audience an approximation of the celestial ... - . 

perspective without the necessity of a physical journey to 
... if 

." 

the eiqhth sphE;lre. Rather than, dependinq ,on an eaqle carrier 

or a descr;ption of "the lytel erthe that here is", he 

creates a.parallel situation to the higher pe~spective in his 

use of the bird fable. The ?se of the pird/human ?-oubl,.e 

perspective keeps the aUdien,ce aware of the "hybrid" nature 

of the protagonists and rais$s questions abQut the moral, 
1 

social, and intellectual,priorit~es of the characters. 

Furthermore, the distancing effect which results from the use " . 
\ 

'of the .... bird fab~e convf,!ntion approximates a view from a l~vel 

which offers a clearer sense of perspetiti ve: 'the human 
ï \!il 

vantaqe point on pretentiou~ GOcks and hens strutting' around ., 
'their courtly barnyard or on arist?cratic and 

t' l' ~ J 

plebian birds 

argU1.-ng -the nature of love can be regarded as an approximation~ 
" i' 

of the d~vine ~rspec'tive ,o.n mank.ind'~ vanities. ' One mig~~ ~ _ 
, 

feel that if our reacti.oll to Chauntecleer and Pertelote's 
\ 

situation is one of charitable humour, 130 also is Goa's 
; 

) 

'1... 

" , 

/ 
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reactio~l to human aspiratïons and foilies. 

The linki..ng of "chari table humour" to' the eelestial 

( 

pë~speetive was not, however, a common medieval the . trad­
\ 

itionally, it. i8 the cynieal hUmour .of the eontemptl!! m di 

which we eneo~tér. This seorn ~or earthly hurna~ aspirations 
~" 

is most familiar from i ta appearanee rin Troilus ~ Cr{seyde 

where Troilus is enlightel'led from the 'eighth sphere~ 
,0 

. • • ther he saugh, wi th'" fu! avysement, 

"'" And dpwn f rom thenn f as t91 he gart a vyse 

The e~ratik sterres;trkenyog armonye 
WitJ1' sownes fuI of he enyssh melodie. 

Th.is litel spot of erthe, lthat with, the se 
Ernbr~ced is, and fully gan., ... despise 
This 'wrecched world, and held al vanite 
To respect of the pleyn felieite 
That is in hevene above: and at the laste, 
Ther' né w,as s1ayn, his lokyng down he caste . 

.. And in .~~elf he lOUgh~'9ht at 'the wo 
Of hem that-. wepten for . s deth so faste; 
And dampned, al oure wer thàt foloweth 80 C 

'The blynde 'lûst, the which that may nat la~te,-\..P' 
, And, sholden al oure harte on heven caste. 
, (Tr.and'Cr. Bk.V,lL. 1811-25) 

As w.e have 'seen, Troil\~s' s "10ugh(' has an extensive pedigree 
r--- ".,f .... .!,,1I 

fi " U __ -.a..r- •• .--.. 
in medieval' Il. tera ture, but]. t J.S not a eharacteristic sense ,. 
of humour for 'Chaucer. In the House obf Fame, the Parlement 

, -- ~ ,-" 
. - . 

of Foules, itpt "squire's Tale"r·and'the "Nun's priest'_s Tale", 
•. dl'" • 

the h~our is ironie and gentle rather than scornfui. For 
~I \ IJ / ~ 

that mat.ter, with the possible exception of the Iast few 
• J! ~ 

stanzas of the<' poem, Troilus ànd Criseyde. 'i tself is infused 
~ . ( 

\"fi th an ifony which refl"eet~. understandi;ng and acceptance 

rathérC'tha~ Icontempt fflI' the characteJ:;s I~nd their aspirations. 

, 
.. 

\ 
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The good-wil1 of the author as he regards his characters seems 

pervasi ve i~ Chaucer' s poetry; there aJ::@ Urnes ~hen his 

philosophical' stance gives way' to contempt for characters and 
',-

earthly ambitions, but generëflly -!:he higher "bird' s éye" 
, 

~ perspective of the artist/creator suggests an w+derstanding .. 
'f of 'the larger purpose of the universe, the relativity of 

r 
, 

hum~n,experience, and an acceptance of human frai~ty. It is 

'signi,ficant in this regard that Affrycan and "myn egle" -

both associated with ,the higher perspective - are described 

as humourous rather than as auste're characters. It is appro­
~r, 

priate that' the ,French po .. t Eustac~e Deschamps referred _to 

Chaucer himself as, "0 lofty eaglS'!,,,4 : it suggests the 
• 

artistic breadth of vision and the resulting charitable 

perspecti ve that Chaucer integrated into his poetry; 

~ The ramif.ic~tiO'hs of the introduct~on of the contempla-

ti ve perspective into the poems is most clearly seen in the 

treatment,... of tHe theme of love. As we have seen there was a 
./ 

,1 long tradition of poets, ranging from Paulinus of Nola; , 
'/ .. ' 

jrudentius, and the author of the otd English The Phoenix, 
~ ~ 

/' ' 

Who adapted secular conventions of bird imagery to Christian - . 
themes: the reverdie with its celebration of birds, eros, and ,. , ' -

f 

fertil.iJty is transformed in!70 a hymn ta ete~nal spiritual 
/ 

springtime; the ~ or aubade wi'th ,the bird warning the 
,1 

lovers of impendin~ danger peçomes ~e caU ,of Christ to wake 
~ 

mankind for the dawnin.<j'of a new spiritual era; and the locus 
, , 

amoenus is spiritualized into a recovered Edè'n with the 

J , 
, ~ 
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presence of the immortal and self-sacrificing phoenix. These 

adaptations are important for an understanding of Chaucer' s 
( 

-
poet~ because of his tendency to examine~love from'the 

transcendent p~rspective and to juxtapose spiritual and erot-ic 

love. From the classical period to beyond the Middle Ages 

poetry linking singing birds and erotic. human love ends on a 

no'te of frustration. As we have seen, one of the reasons for 

this was the pervasive influence of the myth of Philomela, 

Procne, and T~reus. The introduction..,of Procne and the 

nightingale, the emphasis on erotic love, the suggestions .of 

incestuous motives, and the theme of bètrayal clearly 

demonstrate Chaucer' s syrnholic intentions in Troilus and 

Criseyde. l'n a more obvious way the "Nun f s Priest 1 s Tale" . 
and Book l of the House of ~ depict the purely secular 

aspects of the convention of birds-and-love: in the fd'rmer, 

we have an earthly oock in a temporal spring set~iJlg, singing 

an erotic aubade in a very earthly locus, amoenus; in the 
~ ... 

latter 1 we haVè a pooem of hirds and love but instead of 
\, 

reverdie and a 'fertile Jarthly paradise, we have a win ter 
# 0 

season and a sterile desert. 
~ 

Another:. element which,thwarted the erotic' love the me. was 

the human observer' s discovery of his lliienation from nature; 

birds appear' to/mate effortlessly while the human lover is 
'0 l, , ., , 

fr~strated by the complex. motiva,tions o~ both, himsej,f- and his 

. ress.· The audience of the Parlement of Foules tÇould 
--~~--~ --- \ . 

this treatment of the,the~i the convention 
---- J~_. 
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would suggest that the narrator who is a self-confessed 

failure as a lover will experience his lack of love even more 

deeply when he views the rnating scene. On the contrary, the 

poem demonstrates the temporary, alienation of the birds 'them-

selves from nature. Chaucer carefully installs his bird 

parliament in a spiritualized locus, amoenus of perpetuai 

reverdie where even the singing of the birds is l:i,.kened to 

the music of the celestial spheres. Ironically, however, the 

birds have' become side-tracked by the near-by garden of fin 

amour, 50 rather; than providing a model of "commune profit Il 
, . 

they offer an object less6n on the, dangers ana frustrations 

of_excessive emphasis ~~. Finally,an atmosphere of 
, 
permanence, fertility, and integration is achieved, but the 

birds, who should themsel ves bE; capable of mediating between 

earth and heaven, on this occasion, need St. Valentine and 
\ 

God's vicar, Nature, to effect the synthesis of earthly and 

'eelestial love - medieval rnarriage -based on a fusion of eros 

and Ikcornrnune profi t" • -.. 

Birds we.re also integrally c.onnected wi th the transcen-

dent and spiritual pe:-spectiva as' a r~sult of the semiological 

convention popularized by the Physiologus and the bestiaries. 

In tlfehands of artists such as Dante and Chaucer this' 

convention moved from a· .primarily Christian orientaldon to 

one wh~ch could accoroodate the philosophical and ~he classical. 

t ai~ds cpuld'be ~sed as signs and paradigms of mystical truth, 

but they were also integrat~ve "symbols which could suggest 
. ( , 

------, ._ ... __ .'--_. ,~,--
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the sacred within the profane, the,universal behind the 

particular, and the sedous beneath the comic. In the "NWl' s 

Priest' s Tale", for example,' Chaucer moves beyong the bird 

fable ta add another dimension which links 'Chauntecleer to 
1 

Prudentius' sacred rooster and to the priests and preachers 

. referred to by the patristic fathers and the bestiariÈ~s. The 
• 

serniological elernent moves in two direct,ions in this poem: 

it elevates and Wliversalizes the subject matter' ta the level _ 

of Christian allegory but, at the' same time, lowers and 

particularizes the characters and actions to the l~vel of a 

commentaryon the Canterbury pilgrims. On th~~;her hand, 

the semiological bird imagery in the House of ·'Fame is clearly 

of a more philasophical nature. In ~ Divine Comedy, Dante 
, 

used the semiological bird imagery to suggest philoso~hical, ' 

poli tical', cfassical, Christian, and scientific signification; 

in the House of Fame, Chaucer employs the., eagle as an image 

of philosophy i tself, a sign for Aquila - the const~llatian 

and the wind, a pedantic schoolmaster, a very palpable 

eagle, a figure which represents the humour inherent in the 
• j 

meditative flight, and an image which integrates celestial 

flights from both the classics, and Scriptures. 
. \' 

Chaucef also seems to have tentativèly acèepted the 
~j' 

tradition that avian society is held -t;~gethe~ ,by instinctive 
~ 

co-operation, loyalty, and affection., ~iln the Parlement of 

Foules, the poet uses bird-mating 'to.suggest a synthesi~ of 

are natural symbols of 

\ 
eros and caritas: here the birds 
-..,:--

l' , ., ~~ ... ,' 
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supernatural spiritual love. Mo~e often, hôwever, Chaucer 

employs birds metaphorically to suggest the less than human 

aspects of some of his characters. The topos probab~y orig­

inated with the classical idea of the transmigration of souls, 

but Boethius' influential modification which made bir~s and 

animals metaphors for base behàviour obviously appea~ed te 

the medieval artiste Chaucer adopts' but aIse adapts this 
Q 

convention 50 that in portraits 5uch as tho~e qf the 'Summener, 

the Pardoner, and the Miller' the mixture of animal and bird 

imagery suggests the bestial side of the character but at the 
,;0 

same time, intimates the sense of the limons trous " which, 

results from a confusion of the priorities appropriate to 

each normally distinct forro of life • 

Related to this metaphorical use of the birœ fs the 
, 

tradition which regards the bird as an intermediary between 

earth and heaven and subsequently a symbol of the sou~: the 
, 

bird which flies at the highest level is a soul associated 

with ratio~.tity and spirituality, whilè "the bird which 15 ~ 

unwilling or unable to rise a~ove the earth is one easily 

snared by intellectual and spiritua~ sloth. In Troilus and 

Criseyde, this tradition leads to a fairly extensive pattern 

of bird images. Chaucer refers to the soul as a birÇi (Bl<. IV, 

1. 305) and then .. 'uses falconry and fowler imagery to suggest 

the danger" of being snared in an erotic and adul terous affair. 
, 

In the Parlement of Foules, Chaucer asks the audience ta 
"-·decide if the eagles suggest the redeemed or the damnèd souls 
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of Apocalypse 19: 17 qr 18: 2; certainly the high- flying eagles 

reflect the elevated sentiments of fin amour but they are 
--r 

decidedly' lacking in any understanding of, "conunune profit". 
, \, 

\ 

There is less ambiguity surrounding Chaunte~leer9and Perte-
r \ 

lote for despite their elevated manners and di~tinguished 

ancestry, they are low-flying birds and their are 

ignoble" In the House of~, the symbolism is 
, 

pronged: the eagle is depicted as a ized bird 
,-

but because it is not;ed for its high ~light, its abilitij te 
/ tIIr 

gaze at the sun, and its periodic renewal of its youth, the 

character is elevated; Fame, on the other hand, i8 denigrated 

because of the pfirtridge wings on her feeti and the human 

sterytellers who are' descr}bed as birds in a cage are dis-
", 

paraged because they have been snared by a perhaps e)Ç,cessi ve 

concern for Fame" .... 

Nevertheless, this still does not account for the 

enermous number of birds and bird images in Chaucer' s poetry.' 
, . 

The poet obviously enjoys pointing out the human in the bird 

and the bird in the human and, al though the allegorical level 
/ 

~f the birds is inva~ably pre-erninent, one ;çecognizes 1\is 
, 

délight in the birds 1 sheer apandon to the arts of amplifi-
1 

" catie. Chaucer rarely describes the markings, the habitat, 
\ 

, 
or even the colours of birds; however, he does put a great 

deal of energy into developing the personality of his birds 

threugh distinç:tive dialogue apprepriate to the variou~ 

species. AIl of his birds are "garrulous: they lecture, argue, 

\ 

.. ,,; .... 
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insult, lament, sing, chatter, and generally,make a great-
- 1 

deal of noise, yet the y are individualized' through their tone, 

diction, and rh~torical figures. Furthermore, when the poet 

wishes to suggest that hurnan characters are sp,eak~ng W1truth­

fully, senselessly, or pretentiously, he describes thern in 

terms of birds. This point clarifies Chaucer' s use of bird 

irnagery in the description of the storytellers at the end ~f 

the House ~ ~ ~ the poem is concerned wi th the rela ti vi ty 

of truth in art; appropriately, the narrators of the "love­

tydynges" are described as the tradi tionally garrUIO~, 
contentious, and bombastic birds of the love-debate. 

Finally then, we can conclude that Chaucer is eminently 

farniliar with the conventions ,of bird imagery, but that he 

approaches a convention not as a restriction or ,even a mo.del 

but' rather as an opportunity to explore intensively in an , 

area wi th already established boundaries. Working' wi thin 

wel~-established patterns of imagery, Chaucer juxtaposes 

seemingly contradictory themes' and achieves a fresh synthesis; 

he introd~ces a perspective nox;mally associated wi th contemp­

tus mundi but tr,ans forms i t into a generous and accepting 
, ~ 

attitude; he draws on traditional elements and then drarnati-

• cally modi~ies the contexti and he adopts a semiology 

traditionally assqciated with theology and broadens it to 

;i.ncorporate the philosophical at the samè time that he narrows 

i t to make i t functlon as satirical allegory. The audience' s 

farn'iliarity withl the conventions frees Chaùcer to evoke a 

. 
- " 

, " 
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'trad.i:tional context and then introduce discordant intel.l.ec-

tuaI, emotional, and aesthe:tic elements w~iCh strain the ( 

framework of the convention as he reveals, new rel~tians., new 

directions, new perspectives. 

'" -

, 

., 
:-

D d' 



-'r 

NOTES 

1 e. g. " Boethiu~ ~ C-ensolation of Philosophy, Bk. II, 
pro 7 and Bk. IIl, pro 8. 

'279 

2 Boethius, Consolation of Phi1osophy, Bk. V, pro 6, p. l17. 

" 
3 See chap. II, p. 78. 

4 "Ballad addresse'd to Geoffrey Chaucer", Eustache Deschamps, 
1. 5, in Derek Brewer, ed. Chaucer: ~ Critical Heritasre. 
2 vols. (London: Irôutledge and Kegan Paul, 1978) vol. l, 
pp . 4 0 -1-. - , 
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