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Sculpture becomes most interesting when showing two or more figures in tension 

against each other, rather than only one; as in the Alexandrian clustering of the Three 

Graces, one of whom gives, one who takes and one who both gives and takes, 

peaceably reconciling their warring opposites.1 It is wise to tell students not to write 

on only one Shakespearian dramatis persona, as their artistic existence is only 

achieved through their co-existence with the other characters in their play. Chaucer 

similarly compares and contrasts characters, in words in a book rather than with actors 

upon a stage or as forms and shapes in sculpture, in the Canterbury Tales. Literature 

is not reality, though it plays games with codes of representation. We have, amongst 

that diverse pilgrimage cavalcade, the lusty Wife and the celibate Clerk, the 

Benedictine Monk and the Franciscan Friar, the young and jovial Kentish Miller and 

the elderly and choleric Norfolk Reeve, and a host of others. Some personify 

occupations in competition with each other,2 others represent the tension of worldly 

hierarchies, the experienced Knight accompanied by the apprentice Squire, the 

Prioress, taking first place, prior, with the Second Nun, taking second. Chaucer's 

Prioress is Gothic, his Second Nun, Romanesque  

On a pilgrimage, ideally, all were to be equal, kings with beggars, women with men, 

which was a major reason for the pilgrimages performed by such women as Saint 

Birgitta of Sweden, a member of that country's royal household, and Margery Kempe, 

the wife of a Norwich burgess.3 But, from the Council of Whitby until Vatican II, 

cloistered clergy were not to go on pilgrimage. Theirs was the interior pilgrimage, 

their cloister with its well at the center a paradigm of paradise amidst the wilderness 

of the world and its sinfulness.4 Chaucer's cavalcade is satiric and comic. Pilgrims 

ideally were to walk, and preferably, barefoot, on pilgrimages. We hear of Henry II 

doing so after his murder of the Archbishop, Thomas Becket. Even Henry VIII, before 

his murder of Thomas More, went so on pilgrimage to Walsingham.5 The Parson's 

Tale states: "Commune penaunce is that preestes enjoynen men communly in certeyn 

cas, for to goon peradventure naked in pilgrimage or barfot" (X.104) and "This folk 

taken litel reward of the ridynge of Goddes sone of hevene and of his harneys whan he 

rood upon the asse, and ne hadde noon oother harneys but the povre clothes of his 

disciples; ne we ne rede nat that evere he rood on oother beest" (X.434).6 Chaucer, 

placing his pilgrims all on horseback, is joking, a joke his medieval readers would 

have relished for its code-switching and breaking but to which we are not privileged, 

having lost that canonical lore.  

Pilgrimage, after Whitby, and before Vatican II, was a secular activity, a performance 

of piety by the laity, not by the clergy; although there were a few exceptions.7 
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Chaucer's Monk, Friar, Prioress, Nun, Priest, Summoner, Pardoner and Parson ought 

not to be here. Their presence is outrageous comedy. Inns were forbidden to the 

cloistered clergy who, if they had to travel, were enjoined to stay in other monastic 

establishments along their route. The Tabard, so close to the Bell, was situated outside 

the city limits of London, in its redlight district, as was later to be also Shakespeare's 

Globe Theatre, giving rise to those references within his plays to venereal diseases, 

brothels and whores. Similarly were the theatres of ancient Rome in the 

unincorporated areas and Renaissance woodblocks for Terence's Comedies therefore 

show us the Boethian "whores of the theatre" plying their oldest profession amidst the 

theatre goers.8 The Cook's Prologue and his Tale give us that cityscape. What is the 

Prioress doing in such an unsavoury context?  

Victor Turner has shown us how pilgrimage and its piety inevitably gives way to its 

opposite, to Vanity Fair, to St. Denis' Lendit, to commerce and license, great fairs 

rising up next door to sacred shrines.9 Maria Corti has spoken of "Models and Anti-

Models."10 The sign demands its anti-sign, its undoing, its deconstruction. Pilgrimage 

texts, especially those in the vernacular, appear to require such a dynamic play of 

opposites on many levels and planes. Dante noted that he wrote his pilgrimage work 

in the language of "women and children," the vernacular.11 Mikhail Bakhtin has 

observed how the two worlds, of official Latin, and of the folk, and defiant, 

vernacular, played against each other, the unofficial world of the proletariat mocking, 

parodying and profaning the sacredness of Latin. Bakhtin has also noted how these 

Two Worlds' juxtaposition give us Carnival/Lent.12 In such a dialectic we can expect 

Lent to turn back into Carnival, sacrament to become excrement, eschatology to be 

scatological.  

Elsewhere I have written of the vernacularization in Dante, Langland and Chaucer of 

Luke's Gospel, where the first people who meet the risen Christ at Easter and then tell 

others, Mary Magdalen, Luke and Cleophas, are accounted to be telling lying fables, 

not truthful sermons. I noted there that the account of the Emmaus Pilgrims allowed 

for the use of inns, pilgrims and fables, the world of Carnival, to be followed by that 

of the sermon of bread and wine as the sun set, the world of Lent and Resurrection.13 

In that study I stated that theology was the critical theory of medieval pilgimage 

poetry. In the Pauline structure women were forbidden to preach sermons and the old 

wives' tales they told were not to be listened to.14 In the opposing Christian anti-

structure women and beggars, whores and lepers, were on top, in which the first shall 

be last, in a world upside down.15 In Chaucer's Canterbury Tales women can preach, 

as does the Wife of Bath, and the pilgrims are not deaf to her words, even if she 

herself is. The Gospels, revolutionary texts that they are, broke paternalistic codes in 

having, as Jerome is careful to say to Marcella, Paula and Eustochium and then 

Abelard to Heloise,16 Mary Magdalen the whore be the first to see the risen Christ. 



The Gospels themselves allowed the up-so-doun Carnival of the Canterbury Tales in 

this game of texts and codes. Then they were followed by the Pauline Epistles and the 

Parson's Sermon, order restored.17  

Mikhail Bakhtin also wrote on the Problems of Dostoevski's Poetics, seeing there the 

use of many voices, each with its own part of the code of the whole, as dialectic and 

dialogical.18 Similarly, the Russian Formalists have discussed Pushkin's Tales of 

Belkin in which Pushkin creates an author who collects stories from his acquaintances, 

two of these stories being supposedly by a novel-reading woman and in all of which 

are characters who are influenced by written or spoken stories.19 Authors can create 

authors of tales within tales. And sometimes these personae can even carry out sex 

changes, authorial transvestism and cross dressing, such as Daniel Defoe's Moll 

Flanders, Gustave Flaubert's Emma Bovary ("Madame Bovary, c'est moi!"), Leo 

Tolstoy's Anna Karenina and James Joyce's Mo[l]ly Bloom and Anna Livia 

Plurabelle. In Chaucer's Canterbury Tales we have a Geoffrey Chaucer who creates a 

plurality of characters, who in turn often create a plurality of characters, reminding 

one of those racks of masks in classical and medieval Terence manuscripts.20 Among 

these masks Chaucer assumes are those in transvestite drag of scarlet-clad, Mary 

Magdalen-like Alisoun of Bath (following upon his mask of the Miller assuming the 

mask of black-and-white-clad Alisoun), and of the black and white clad Prioress 

(though she has a touch of gold and like her literary ancestress, the Roman de la 

Rose's Constreyned Abstinence, a touch as well of scarlet coral) and the Second 

Nun.21  

This triad of "women," the elderly Wife/Widow of Bath, the mature and "courtly" 

Prioress and the humble, virginal, and young Second Nun, confront us in the text as 

part of its Sphinx riddle. I have argued elsewhere that the three forms of the Wife of 

Bath fragmented in her Prologue/Tale are manifestations of the Great Mother who 

customarily took the forms of Crone, Wife and Maiden at well heads and who was 

particularly worshiped at Bath.22 The Wife boasts that she has had the world in her 

time ("That I have had my world as in my tyme," III.473) and sighs, "Allas, allas! 

That evere love was synne!" (III.614), while her Prologue portrait states, "Of remedies 

of love she knew per chaunce,/ For she koude of that art the olde daunce" (I.475-6). 

The Prioress, who should never have been traveling with the Monk, and certainly not 

staying at an inn with him, bears a brooch that reminds us of his with the love knot 

("He hadde of gold ywroght a ful curious pyn;/ A love-knotte in the gretter ende ther 

was," I.196-7), hers stating "Love conquers all" ("And theron heng a brooch of gold 

ful sheene,/ On which there was first write a crowned A,/ And after Amor vincit 

omnia," I.160-62). Love lust has conquered the Wife and the Prioress, but not the 

Second Nun.  



The Wife and the Prioress, in scarlet and in black, are both stitched together out of the 

intertextuality/ intersexuality of Ovid and the Roman de la Rose. The Second Nun 

comes from the pages of the Golden Legend. The Wife is the secular pilgrim par 

excellence, traveling to Rome, Jerusalem (three times emphatically), Compostela and 

Cologne, except that, unlike Saint Birgitta of Sweden and Margery Kempe, she is 

interested in sex, not in vows of chastity. Thus she with her peripatetic, far-flung 

journeys in the world contrasts strongly with what the Prioress and the Second Nun 

should exemplify, the cloistered life within convent walls. Her story, despite her 

pilgrimages, is pagan, about magic and marriage. At least the other two women tell 

Christian tales. But the scarlet 'A' of Hester (Esther of the Bible) Prynne is not too 

secretly borne by the Prioress as well as boldly by the Wife. Only the Second Nun is 

free from its taint. Let us now turn to their two tales and see how in them, "Mordre wil 

out" (VII.576; VII.3052, in the latter instance this being stated to have been caused 

because of gold, mostly associated in the Canterbury Tales with sin and death).  

* 

In this discussion we will give the Prioress that precedence that, in the world's eyes, 

she deserves. Her Prologue portrait pairs her with the Monk, both of them having 

dogs, which were forbidden in monastic rules and communities. Her table manners 

come straight out the Roman de la Rose,23 and were there taught by the ancestress of 

the Wife of Bath, La Vieille. She swears, or does not swear, by St. Loy, St. Eligius, 

the patron saint of goldsmiths and hay and dung carters.24 Her name comes out of 

courtly romance, such as from the Lais of Marie de France, not the Golden Legend. 

She is Lady Sweetbriar, "madame Eglentyne" (I.121). She counterfeits, imitates, the 

behavior of court. And indeed her convent, Stratford atte Bowe, had once a royal 

member, Elizabeth of Hainault, sister of Queen Philippa, who died there in 1375.25 

The absurd rosary "brooch of gold ful sheene" she carries with its "crowned A" 

(I.160-1), is typical of the adulation for Richard II's Queen Anne who died at Sheen in 

1394.26 In all, despite the goodness of Queen Anne, neither the portrait limned by 

Chaucer of the Prioress nor her tale are positive.  

D.H. Lawrence said "Trust not the teller, trust the tale." In the Prioress' Tale, "Mordre 

wil out." Her Prologue portrait stressed her sentimentality:  

But, for to speken of hire conscience,  

She was so charitable and so pitous  

She wolde wepe, if that she saugh a mous  

Kaught in a trappe, if it were deed or bledde.  

Of smale houndes hadde she that she fedde  

With rosted flessh, or milk and wastel-breed.  

But soore wepte she if oon of hem were deed,  



Or if men smoot it with a yerde smerte;  

And al was conscience and tendre herte. (I.142-150) 

The Tale instead is of a vicious pogrom, a program of vengeance gone out of bounds 

without any statute of limitations, the Jewish lex talionis being no more than an eye 

for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, a life for a life. But here an entire community is wiped 

out to avenge the death of one child. We meet the merciful Prioress' vengeful 

shadow.27 In England we would say that she would be the sort who would contribute 

to the Royal Society of Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, and not to the Royal Society 

of Prevention of Cruelty to Children. In America she would likely be a dues-paying, 

card-carrying member of Animal Rights groups.  

These anti-Semitic tales spread across Europe, particularly taking hold in times of 

stress, such as the Black Death. The scrupulous hygiene exercised by Jewish 

communities and individuals created anxiety and hostility amongst the less careful 

Christians. An early version, told in Byzantium, became embedded in the text Arculf 

dictated to Adamnan on the island of Iona. In it an iconoclastic Jew throws an icon of 

the Virgin into a privy.28 Later versions of these tales are frequently coupled with the 

(non-existent) figure of St. Nicholas, patron of school children and thieves, patron of 

mischievousness and naughtiness, and as such occur, for instance, in the monastic 

dramas for schoolboys and oblates of the Orléans 201 manuscript.29 In Spain, during 

the time of tension connected with the Reconquista, King Alfonso the Learned 

composed and had illuminated many Cantigas de Santa Maria with such tales against 

Jews amongst them.30 The tales, psychiatrically, are sick, often about defecation, with 

much projecting and inappropriate scapegoating; but generally in the genre the Jew is 

not put to death, only forced to convert, a fate worse than death, and be forgiven.  

Perhaps what we have is uncontrollable internalized hostility unleashed by one 

oppressed, powerless group, women, against another mirroring group, Jews, 

cathecting intolerance. (Later, in the South, similar patterns of internalized/projected 

hostility amongst share-croppers living on the margins of poverty would result in the 

scapegoating lynching of African Americans.) In Shakespeare's Merchant of Venice 

we see side by side on the stage Portia as Mercy, Shylock as Justice, debating and 

enacting their crucial and cruel dialectic. In Langland's Piers Plowman we witness the 

Four Daughters of God embrace harmoniously on Easter morn following an initial 

discord. But in the telling of the Prioress's Tale it is the Marian ultra-feminine 

Prioress who should be ultra-merciful who becomes instead ultra-judgemental, 

demanding far more than a pound of flesh, demanding the shedding of blood.  

The lady-like Prioress, so careful not to leave a "ferthyng" of grease in her cup, with 

her impeccable table manners (I.130-141), tells a tale of a child of seven (following 

upon her likening herself to a child of one), who obnoxiously sang a hymn to the 



Virgin through the length and breadth of the Jewish Ghetto31 and who was slain, his 

body cast into the privy. The mother, a grieving Rachel, in this photographic negative 

of the Slaughter of the Jewish Innocents by Herod seeking to murder the Messiah,32 

finds the schoolchild still singing, despite his throat cut to the neck bone. The body of 

the boy is taken to the convent in a procession while still singing, with his mother 

swooning over him, he is presumably still covered with latrine filth, and then he is 

finally cleansed with holy water (VII.639).33 Later, the Abbot will weep salt tears 

upon him, reminiscent of the scene in Saint Erkenwald where the Bishop, weeping, 

baptizes the dead Judge.34 The boy meanwhile has told of the grain laid by Mary 

upon his tongue, reminiscent of the Croxton Play of the Sacrament where a Christian 

in collusion with Jews retained the sacrament in order for it to be used in a Black 

Mass.35 In this version so much that is relevant to the Jewish community becomes 

here carried out by the Christian child in odd distortions. Much else is strange, 

including the link's words concerning Saint Augustine (VII.441), followed by the 

Prologue's reference to the holiness of a babe at the breast (VII.453-457), when we 

recall that Saint Augustine spoke of a child being green with jealousy at his sibling's 

nursing at the mother's breast, and not being sweetly innocent.36 Another odd 

reference, in this anti-Semitic tale, is the figural likeness drawn between the Virgin 

and "O bussh unbrent, brennynge in Moyses sighte" (VII.468-9). We have already 

noted the reference to "Thise new Rachel" (VII.627), Jacob's bride mourning her lost 

sons. Is the Prioress, in her much protested "innocence," ignorant, or knowledgeable, 

of the illogical arabesques she appropriates from the Hebrew Scriptures?  

Just as Jews, the physicians of kings in the Middle Ages, could be resented for their 

careful hygiene, so also were they envied for their great access to learning, to the 

Book at its source and origin which next shaped Christendom and Islam. The 

technology of the alphabet was a brilliant Semitic invention, to be appropriated by the 

Greeks (alpha, beta are not Greek words but derive from aleph, beth), Etruscans (their 

alphabet became the Germanic runes), and Romans. After the destruction of the 

Temple in A.D. 70 by Titus and Vespasian, Judaism, in mourning, gave up its 

magnificent heritage of music, including the singing of David's Psalms. Christian 

monks kept alive that tradition not only of those written words, now translated into 

Syrian, Coptic, Greek and Latin, but also of that music. In time secular songs were 

harnessed to that music, giving us both Ambrosian hymns and Gregorian chant. 

Women in convents in the earlier Middle Ages had had access to Latin learning but, 

with the coming of the universities (a largely Arabic and Jewish institution in its 

origins) from which they were excluded, women were further separated off from 

power structures. We know from Eileen Power's work that the ability for nuns in 

convents to learn grammar, Latin, had greatly decreased in this period.37 (Yet we will 

find the Prioress' apprentice, the Second Nun, proficient in English, Italian and Latin, 

and finding it best to study books rather than to court idleness. Similarly the Canon's 



Yeoman, the Sorcerer's Apprentice, surpasses his master, the Canon, in virtuousness 

and repents and reforms.) Barred from preaching sermons, women could still sing 

hymns (we find Abelard composing such for Heloise and her convent of the Paraclete 

based upon stories of women and men in the Hebrew Scriptures) as an outlet for their 

emotions, if not their intellect. The Prioress creates a persona for herself, a Jungian 

animus of herself, in the illiterate hymn-chanting school boy who is terrifyingly and 

tauntingly caught, trapped and victimized in mirroring ghettoized worlds. She is 

unforgiveably both victim and victimizer.  

The Prioress' Prologue and Tale have played with the use, and abuse, of words by 

children who do not understand them. The Marian Prioress has spoken of herself as an 

innocent infant of but twelve months old, "innocent" meaning not nocent, not harmful, 

infant, "infans," not yet speaking. She has likewise stressed the seven year old child as 

not learning to read his primer, not understanding and instead learning by rote the 

hymn he sings perpetually. The tale has the same effect upon many of us as the hymn 

within it upon the Jewish community. The Prioress with her cultivated and 

counterfeited appearance and falsely assumed stance of innocence and childishness 

reminds one of the whited sepulchre back in Belgium that is Kurtz' Intended in Heart 

of Darkness.38 She is kin to both the Monk and the Canon. She is kin, intertextually, 

as well to the Roman de la Rose's Faus Semblant's leman, Constreyned Abstinence, in 

appearance and in hypocrisy. Her tale combines the blood libel of the legends of little 

St Hugh of Lincoln, of little St William of Norwich. Both she and her tale are negative 

and, I believe, neither should be trusted.  

The tale has followed an account of a Monk, a Wife and a Merchant in which the 

Monk has broken so many of his vows, poverty, chastity and obedience, and so much 

of his Rule, against staying overnight, against eating when on a day's journey, against 

money-dealing and against sexuality. The Host censored that behavior ("Draweth no 

monkes moore unto youre in," VII, 442), but the Prioress, addressed twice by the Host 

as "My lady Prioresse" and "my lady deere," murmurs not at all against the Monk of 

the Shipman's Tale. Her rhyme royal tale is then followed by the rhyme doggerel of 

the mock-courteous Tale of Sir Thopas, as if Chaucer were ridiculing the Prioress and 

her "courtliness." And feigning himself to be as untaught as she. But the link between 

the Tales of the Prioress and the Author gives us an embarassed wordlessness. The 

pilgrims are at a loss as to how to respond to Eglentyne's tale-telling. They remind us 

of those awkward moments during Civil Rights when someone inadvertently made a 

racist remark, the rest of the company falling silent, hoping that the silence could 

register disapproval and discomfort.39  

** 



The Second Nun (the last shall be first) received, humbly, a mere line and a half, 

along with the half-line for the Nun's Priest, in the General Prologue. Similarly had 

Langland in Piers Plowman given Lady Mede a grandiose ten line catalogue and 

inventory of scarlet and golden ribbons, emerald and ruby jewelry, and then to 

Holichirche a mere half line of white linen garb, that garb of the saved in 

Apocalypse.40 The Second Nun's Tale, following upon the Nun's Priest's, and close to 

the end of this bawdy pilgrimage, turns excrement back into sacrament, scatology 

back to eschatology. She begins with again a reference to the Roman de la Rose, 

refering to the figure of Idleness, portress of the gate of the cupidinous garden of that 

poem.41 She recommends that we eschew that portress, putting her down by means of 

her opposite, business.42 The Monk may have kept himself occupied in his cell with 

tragedies. She has occupied herself in her cloister with mirroring Golden Legends and 

weaving literary garlands of roses and lilies, of saints and martyrs.43 I illustrate her 

with a 1500 woodblock of St Birgitta at work in a book-filled scriptorium writing her 

Revelationes.  

 

St Birgitta, Revelationes, 1500, Nuremburg, Anthony Koberger  

She next invokes the Virgin, echoing lines from St. Bernard (and plagiarized by 

Chaucer from Dante),44 and her mother, St. Anne,45 following that with the Golden 

Legend's etymologizing of the name of "Seint Cecilie," as containing the meanings of 

lily, light, heaven, Leah (again lifted from Dante, Purgatorio XXVII.97-108, to be 

echoed in XXVIII.40-XXXI.145), people, and so forth. The reference to Lia/Leah is 

interesting, for the Prioress had woven Rachel into her Tale. Another common figural 

parallel, implied here, is that of Mary Magdalen, the contemplative, and Martha, the 

vita activa. Wycliffite Chaucer appears here to be saying he prefers good works to the 



idleness (and sexuality) of the "contemplative" life. The Nun's Tale, rather than being 

set in both a distant city in Asia and in England's Lincoln,46 is a Roman drama.47 

Though the Second Nun's own garb is of humble black and white, her heroine's is of 

cloth of gold, but under it is a hair shirt (VIII.132-3). She is married to Valerian, but 

refuses to consummate her vows, telling him of her guardian angel. Valerian, 

believing the angel could instead be a "hende Nicholas,"48 is sceptical, but goes 

according to her instructions to the Catacombs along the Appian Way to be baptized 

by the Pope, St. Urban. In a vision he there sees St. Paul holding out to him a book 

written with letters of gold. He is convinced and baptized into the faith, returning 

home to find the angel, now visible, holding out to both spouses crowns of lilies and 

roses. The domino effect next has Valerian bring his brother Tiburce into the fold, to 

be rewarded with the palm of martyrdom.49 All three have laid aside the required 

Roman idolatry, the mandatory sacrifice to idols of either naked pagan gods or of 

clothed deified emperors upon phallic pillars.50  

For this Civil Disobedience, Almachius, the prefect of Rome, given in this tale a 

Saracen, Muslim name, insists that they sacrifice to the "ymage of Juppiter." The 

officer Maximus is their next convert, for he finds he cannot carry out the death 

sentence upon them. Cecilia preaches to them, telling them that by their coming 

martyrdoms they win the crown (stephanos) of life (VIII.388). Next, Almachius 

summons Cecilia to appear before his court. She argues her case with conviction, 

telling him she is of noble birth, telling him that he is a balloon/bladder filled with air, 

to be pricked with a pin/needle and burst, telling him that though he says he has the 

power of life and death, he is wrong as he only has the power of death, not life. She 

stands before her judge/accuser like an Antigone before a Creon, like an Iphigenia 

before an Agamemnon, like Socrates before the Athenian court, like Christ before 

Pilate in the Gospels or before the Grand Inquisitor in Dosteivsky's Brothers 

Karamazov, like Joan of Arc before the English "godams," as in Shaw's play, like the 

conscientious objector in Tolstoy's The Kingdom of God is Within You, like Gandhi on 

trial by the British Raj,51 or with the simplicity of Rosa Parks refusing to give up a 

bus seat because her feet were tired. Anthropologists, studying ceremonies of power, 

have noted that it takes only one dissident to call into question all that is illusion.52 

What is also of interest that these incidents are embedded not only in history but also, 

powerfully, in literary texts using them, Sophocles and Euripides' plays, Plato's 

dialogues, the Gospels, Thoreau's essay, Dostoevsky's novel, Tolstoy's book, Shaw's 

play, and more. The early Christian martyrs, especially the women saints, in legends 

(acts which were read), were admired through time for this defiant disobedience to 

imperial authority. Chaucer externalized Bohemian Queen Anne, bride to his King 

Richard II, as the outward symbol, the "crowned A," worn by the Prioress; he may 

have also internalized her Wycliffite interests and support and up-so-doun humility 



into the figure of the Second Nun. Chaucer in giving the Second Nun this tale to tell is 

giving her a royal revolution.  

Unlike the child with his throat cut who could not die but was left amidst the ordure of 

a latrine, St. Cecilie lies in a cleansing bath of purifying flame. Then, her head three 

times smitten with a sword, her throat likewise cut, she continues defiantly to live and 

preach for three further days to the Roman people.53 The Prioress, obedient to and 

manipulative of male hierarchy, carried out revenge, in fantasy, against both a male 

child and a religious, racial minority in her tale, strangely identifying herself with both 

and displacing her internalized/projected anger upon them most unjustly and with the 

greatest sadism.54 The Second Nun, her subordinate, her subaltern,55 chose a 

different answer, that of non-violent Holy Disobedience, the only effective way there 

is to rectify inequities of power. Chaucer, what is more, departs from the Golden 

Legend in having Cecilie preach, which patriarchal Paul forbade to women.  

This tale and others like it were in the feminine domain, and used by them as 

peaceable weapons. Already Hrotswitha had written plays in the manner of Terence 

about Christian woman martyrs, celebrating their defiance of authority, yet submitting 

and presenting these plays to her Abbess.56 Already Christina of Markyate had read 

to her husband on their wedding night the tale of St. Cecilia, then jumped out the 

window, ran away and become an anchoress.57 Women chose virginity in order not to 

submit to male power, in order to be free, in order to be like men.58 Christianity had 

been the liberating religion of women and slaves, though men could impose Pauline 

doctrine upon it. The Second Nun chose liberation theology, the Prioress complied to 

the Establishment. Wycliffite Chaucer appears to be on the side of the Second Nun.59  

*** 

How did the tellers of these two Tales manage to live together in the same convent? 

The answer can best be found in the work by Christine de Pizan, The Treasure of the 

City of Ladies. This is a treatise written a generation after Chaucer by an Italian 

woman at the court of the King of France whose son was page to the Earl of 

Salisbury. Chaucer's son and granddaughter likewise had connections with that 

household, Alice Chaucer becoming Countess of Salisbury.60 In this text Christine 

gives us sensible advice on how women can co-exist, despite jealousy, at court, in a 

convent, and even (though this was impossible from the founding of the universities in 

the Gothic era to our own twentieth century as these institutions excluded us), in a 

college. At the beginning of its text the three allegorical ladies of Reason, Rectitude 

and Justice appear to Christine, telling her to eschew idleness and to write to teach 

women:  

May all the feminine college and their devout community be apprised of the sermons 

and lessons of wisdom, First of all to the queens, princesses and great ladies, and then 



on down the social scale we will chant our doctrines to the other ladies and maidens 

and all classes of women, so that the syllabus of our school may be valuable to all.61 

When it comes to dealing with a difficult princess, a prima donna, Christine counsels 

patience and service, laying down clear and excellent guidelines concerning what to 

do in the face of envy and pride. She discusses first how a princess should behave, 

next how a lady serving her should do so, even if she has a bad mistress. And finally 

Christine addresses women of all ranks, wives, widows, whores and much more, 

giving them wisdom. She especially discusses the problems of jealousy and envy, 

which the Russian Formalists would later relate to Pushkin's Mozart and Saleri.62 

Christine's de Pizan's Book of the Treasure could be read today with profit by women 

on the corporate ladder as well as by members of university faculties.  

In all these tales within tales are texts within texts. The Wife is in lusty rebellion 

against her clerkly husband's Book of Wikked Wives, and manages besides to quote 

intertextually from the Bible and from pilgrimage books, from Jerome, and even to 

bring in a reference to Chaucer's now lost Book of the Leoun.63 The Prioress gives us 

a boy eschewing his primer in order to sing a hymn he does not understand from the 

antiphoner. Her Tale is set in the era when women came to be increasingly denied 

literacy and education as the Aristotelian influence from Greco-Arabic Spain took 

hold, establishing universities with their scholasticism and which excluded women, 

imposing an apartheid of gender.64 The Second Nun is well read in the Golden 

Legend and in secular Dante's Commedia's use of monastic St. Bernard. The period of 

her tale looks back to the comparatively Golden Age of Roman culture, which can 

show us the iconography of women with styli held to their lips, wax tablets clutched 

in their hands,65 and also it looks forward to such monastic women as Hilda presiding 

over the Council of Whitby, as Lioba writing letters quoting Virgil to Boniface, as 

Hildegard of Bingen presents herself as writing the book of her visions which she 

contemplates and likewise illuminates, and to Saints Birgitta and Catherine ordering 

Popes to return to Rome. Christine de Pizan, who had had the run of the King of 

France's library, reworks all the tales of the Book, the Bible, and of the Greek and 

Latin authors into her visions, and makes her books in turn be royal libraries for her 

readers. She opens to women the doors of the men's textual communities of power. 

Similarly had Pushkin's Tales of Belkin, with its masks within masks, had some of its 

tales within a tale be provided by a woman and have within them women who read 

texts, including one where she pretends to be unlettered and needing to be taught by 

her literacy-enamoured lover how to write love letters.66 Both Chaucer and Pushkin 

lived in ages where there were newly flourishing textual communities overthrowing 

ancient, masculine thraldoms, replacing these, the Hebrew, Greek and Roman, with 

vernacular literatures in which, as Dante said, women and children could share along 

with men. Dante and Chaucer were writing literature that complied with the newly-

stirring Feminism of their day. In these three women personae of the Canterbury 



Tales Chaucer may be making a statement concerning forms of Feminism, and siding 

not with continued bondage and displaced revenge through the imitation by women of 

men's mistakes, but with open rebellion to the male establishment in order to gain 

equal access to power and justice.  
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