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ABSTRACT 

This study explores the concept that Chaucer wrote The Book 

of the Duchess in part to absolve his friend John of Gaunt 

from feelings of guilt involving the salvation of his first 

wife, Blanche, and to reconcile John of Gaunt to Blanche's 

death. Chaucer delivers the message of absolution in the 

hunt scene through symbolism and imagery. The absolution 

and the reconciliation would enable John of Gaunt to become 

sovereign of himself and would allow him "homwarde for to 

ryde / Unto a place, was there besyde / Which was from us 

but a lyte-- /Along castel with walles white ... " (BD 

1314-18). 
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CHAPTER I 

THE JOURNEY TOWARD ABSOLUTION 

"He in the waast is shape as wel as I; 
This were a popet in an arm t'enbrace 
For any womman, smal and fair of face. 
He semeth elvyssh by his contenaunce, 
For unto no wight dooth he daliaunce." 
(Prologue to Sir Thopas, VII 700-04) 1 

Thus we are introduced to Geoffrey Chaucer through 

his own written self-portrait of an impish fellow .who has 

lost the battle of the bulge as well as the amour of a 

member of the opposite gender. 

Indeed, in the few portraits of Chaucer that have 

survived, we observe what appears to be a portly man with a 

countenance that hides any trace of an elfish nature. 

An intriguing element included in all but one of the extant 

portraits, a stylus, hangs about Chaucer's neck on almost 

invisible strands and rests on his chest. For the Chaucer 

scholar, this stylus confirms that Chaucer was perceived as 

an active writer during his own time (Loomis 2). Donald 

Howard maintains that the records concerning Chaucer report 

his life as a servant to the royal family or as a civil 

1All quotations from Chaucer follow Larry D. Benson, 
ed., The Riverside Chaucer (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1987). 
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servant, never as a writer, a poet, a translator (Howard 

xi). Both Edward Wagenknecht and S.S. Hussey point out 

that even if Chaucer had been a professional poet, he would 

not have been a professional in the twentieth-century sense. 

Yet he was recognized as a writer and translator by his 

peers. Eustache Deschamps, a French poet younger than 

Chaucer, sent Chaucer a balade penned to "Grand translateur, 

noble Gieffroy Chaucier" (Griffin 26). A young English poet 

addressed Chaucer as "My master Chaucer ... chief poet of 

Bretayne" (Halliday 7). 

Although this same respected civil servant and writer 

is often praised for The Canterbury Tales, The House of 

Fame, The Legend of Good Women, and The Parliament of Fowls, 

he also is frequently reproached as the author of The Book 

of the Duchess, written upon the death of Blanche, first 

wife of John of Gaunt. The complexity of The Book of the 

Duchess seems to have eluded many critics, and, in turn, 

they have felt compelled to denounce portions of it. Ian 

Robinson in Chaucer and the English Tradition writes, "The 

Book of the Duchess, in all its spontaneity and gay life, is 

a self-defeating poem. which I intend to show [is] 

. thoroughly traditional" (17-18). C. S. Lewis claims 

that The Book of the Duchess was written in "the old, bad 

manner" (164). James Reeves in Chaucer: Lyric and Allegory 

asserts that "the poem is uneven in quality and far from 

successful throughout its 1,334 lines" (127). G. L. 



Kittredge professes that The Book of the Duchess is 

"structurally faulty, containing much that is 'derivative 

and crude'" (Rowland 333-34). 

Certainly, there are commentators who not only 

defend but also appreciate the rhetorical and artistic 

techniques utilized by Chaucer in The Book of the Duchess. 

Mary Griffin believes that Chaucer's work becomes "more 

lively and attractive as our knowledge of [it] grows" 
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(Griffin 20). Unquestionably, numerous critics have agreed 

with her by expressing admiration for The Book of the 

Duchess. The criteria by which we judge Chaucer's work are 

changing. George Williams expresses this concept admirably: 

Chaucer was a medieval artist, not a modern; and 
to try to prove that his work fulfills the 
requirements of modern aesthetic systems is to 
misunderstand him. This does not mean ... that 
Chaucer was a lesser artist for being medieval . 
Chaucer was only a different kind of artist; 
and he must be read in the light of his age's 
aesthetic standards, not ours. (5) 

Scholars such as Arthur Langland, B. H. Bronson, Wolfgang 

Clemen, and Edward Wagenknecht recognize this concept. and 

acclaim Chaucer and The Book of the Duchess. Clemen states, 

"Here and there Chaucer makes some statement, only to veil 

it again directly. Much of the poem's charm and artistry 

lie in this play of shrouding and revealing, leading us on 

and yet restraining us" (Clemen 43). 

However, I hold that even supporters of Chaucer's The 

Book of the Duchess have not fully analyzed the complexity 
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of the poem, conceivably because they did not understand or 

ascertain Chaucer's underlying purpose for the poem. 

Rene Wellek believes that "the modern critic must 

concern himself more with what he himself can discover in a 

poem than with what the poet himself intended to put there" 

(Williams 3). A reader will not truly understand a poem or 

discover its intent unless he views it from the author's 

perspective. Several critics, including Ian Robinson, B. H. 

Bronson, Derek Brewer, and Wolfgang Clemen, have stated 

segments of Chaucer's purpose but have not fully conveyed 

what that purpose is. Robinson asserts, "Chaucer is already 

a quarter of the way through his poem and has as yet given 

no sign of any elegiac intention" (Robinson 13). What 

Robinson did not pursue is that, indeed, the poem is not 

merely an elegy. In his essay "The Book of the Duchess Re

opened," Bronson alights on fragments of thought that, if 

analyzed, would have given him deeper insight into the poem. 

He writes, 

Chaucer has the problem far more difficult than 
penning a simple eulogy, of imagining what a 
husband might say of his deceased wife, and 
expressing it in such a way as may be neither too 
intimate nor too reserved and cold. (879) 

Bronson recognizes that decorum must prevail, but he 

perceives Gaunt more as a patron than as a friend; in so 

doing he believes that Chaucer must be careful of the 

intimacy with which he delivers his poem. "The question of 

identity becomes most acute where it touches Chaucer's 
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relations with John of Gaunt, both within and without the 

poem," Bronson continues (879). Yet Bronson never really 

explores the relationship between John of Gaunt and Chaucer. 

Derek Brewer realizes that "Death is the great challenge to 

personal relationships, to courtly, indeed to all purely 

worldly values. If they are so easily, frequently, and 

inevitably negated by death, what kind of values can they 

be?" (115). However, Brewer neglects to examine this 

statement in terms of sin, salvation, courtly love, and the 

authority of the church and their relationship to The Book 

of the Duchess. Clemen discusses the affiliation between 

love and death but fails to distinguish between courtly and 

natural love in conjunction with salvation and death. Each 

of these scholars approaches an element that would bring him 

closer to Chaucer's purpose for The Book of the Duchess; 

however, each failed to recognize the importance of the 

element itself. Had they pursued such elements, they well 

might have concluded that The Book of the Duchess was 

written by Chaucer to reconcile John of Gaunt, his friend, 

to the death of Blanche and, more importantly, to absolve 

John of Gaunt from feelings of fear and guilt concerning 

Blanche's salvation. 

Chaucer delivers the message of absolution in the hunt 

scene of the poem through three characters whom he presents 

as facets of John of Gaunt: his worldly self (Octovyen), his 

heart (the hart), and his mental perspective (the Black 



Knight). Before one can pursue the premise stated above, 

one must review The Book of the Duchess with a focus on the 

hunt scene. We find the narrator having difficulty falling 

asleep. At the beginning of the poem he suffers from an 

eight-year malady that can be cured only by a specific 

physician: "For there is phisicien but oon / That may me 

hele; but that is don" (BD 39-40). Recognizing that his 

illness is now incurable and that he must accept his 

insomnia, the narrator takes up a book and begins to read. 

He becomes immersed in the book, which focuses on King Seys 

and his wife, Queen Alcyone. Chaucer then chronicles the 

story of Seys and Alcyone for his audience. King Seys 

drowns on a sea voyage some time after his marriage to 

Alcyone. Chaucer the -Narrator carefully reports his death: 

Such a tempest gan to rise 
That brak her mast and mad it falle, 
And clefte her ship, and drente hem alle, 
That never was founde, as it telles, 
Bord ne man, ne nothing elles, 
Right thus this king Seys loste his lif. (BD 70-75) 

Queen Alcyone, in her distress, not knowing what has become 
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of her husband, prays to Juno to verify if Seys is dead or 

alive. Juno, in turn, conunands Morpheus, the god of sleep, 

to find Seys's corpse and take it to the queen. Seys is 

carried to Alcyone and says to her, " ... My swete wyf, / 

Awake! Let be your sorwful lyf, / For in your sorwe there 

lyth no red; / For, certes, swete, I am but ded" (BD 201-

03). Unfortunately, Alcyone's grief becomes so intense that 

within three days she dies. 



In reading this story, the Narrator resolves that he 

will ask Juno and Morpheus for sleep as Alcyone asked for a 

vision. Within moments of his request, the Narrator finds 

himself asleep and immediately caught in a phenomenal 

vision: 

I hadde unneth that word ysayd 
Ryght thus as I have told hyt you, 
That sodeynly, I nyste how, 
Such a lust anoon me took 
To slepe that ryght upon my book 
Y fil aslepe, and therwith even 
Me mette so ynly swete a sweven, 
So wonderful that never yit 
Y trowe no man had the wyt 
To konne wel my sweven rede. (BD 270-79) 

Chaucer has now activated the dream genre as one of 

several framework structures which he employs within The 

Book of the Duchess. Straightway, Chaucer begins to relate 

his dream to his audience and so draws them into the 

abstract world of slumber where earthly thoughts and 

emotions labor to reconcile themselves. 

Heavenly birds sing in harmony in a room filled with 

the beauty of love. Just as this scenario is being set for 

us, a second framework is activated--a framework of sound. 

7 

"Me thoght I herde an hunte blow~/ T'assay hys horn. " 

(BD 345-46). The hunt scene narrative thus begins with the 

blowing of a hunting horn and does not end until the hunting 

horn sounds the end of the hunt: "They [the hunters] gan to 

strake forth; al was doon, / For that tyme, the hert

huntyng" (BD 1312-13). The king then rides homeward, and 

the Narrator awakens and feels compelled to write down the 



dream and so to share the entire experience with his 

audience. 
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Although the hunt scene is framed inside a conventional 

dream sequence, it functions as an integral part of the 

entire poem. The story line of the hunt scene does not 

readily disclose the intricate and complex significance 

hiding just under the narrative itself. After referring to 

the blowing of the hunter's horn in line 345, Chaucer 

incorporates medieval hunting terminology and tactics into 

the incremental movement of the passage itself. Initially, 

we find the Narrator, who is now the Dreamer, hearing the 

preliminary sounds of a hart hunt, whereupon he mounts a 

horse which mysteriously materializes and transports him to 

the hunting field. He says that he "was ryght glad, and up 

anoon / Took my hors, and forth I wente / Out of my chambre; 

I never stente / Til I com to the feld withoute" (BD 356-

59). He comes to understand that he has joined a royal hunt 

led by Emperor Octovyen. The hart, which Octovyen's men 

were pursuing, steals away and our Dreamer now horseless 

leans against a large tree where a whelp finds him and leads 

him into a forest. There, the Dreamer finds a young knight 

dressed in black and engages in conversation with him. 

Through the conversation, the Dreamer learns that the knight 

has lost his true love to death. Once both men have 

recognized this fact, the hunt scene ends. The impact of 

the hunt scene now manifests itself: the recognition of 
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death. Chaucer's intertwining of the hunt scene narrative 

and the underlying connotations of the hunt scene will be 

presented in Chapter II. The intention of this introductory 

chapter is to create familiarity with the poem as a whole 

and with the hunt scene component specifically, in order to 

clarify the connection between the personalities involved 

with its evolution and the perception of Chaucer critics 

concerning this evolution. 

As stated earlier, it has been well determined that 

Chaucer wrote The Book of the Duchess upon the death of 

Blanche, Duchess of Lancaster and first wife of John of 

Gaunt. Even though the well placed historical concerns of 

the date of Blanche's death and the date(s) when The Book of 

the Duchess was written would be interesting to pursue, this 

study will concentrate on why The Book of the Duchess was 

written. 

Most Chaucerian critics conclude, without question, 

that John of Gaunt was Chaucer's patron in some degree. 

Most critics state this supposition as a fact and no longer 

attach a footnote to the information. Charles Muscatine 

writes, "The part of telling the story and making the 

description is given to a Man in Black, that is, to her 

bereaved husband and Chaucer's patron, John of Gaunt" (101). 

James Reeves acknowledges the same information as fact in a 

footnote: "The Duchess was Blanche, wife of Chaucer's 

patron, John of Gaunt" (126). In 1598, Thomas Speght 
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published his research on the life of Chaucer, rather than 

just reproducing his works. Speght seems to have been the 

first to speculate on the relationship between John of Gaunt 

and Chaucer, and although much information on both John of 

Gaunt and Chaucer is available, we can still only speculate. 

In the introduction to the 1912 publication Chaucer's 

Official Life, J. R. Hulbert cites the scholars who identify 

John of Gaunt as Chaucer's patron. Many modern critics have 

argued that John of Gaunt was a patron while others insist 

Chaucer earned his positions and annuities through his own 

accomplishments. My concern here is not to determine 

whether John of Gaunt was a patron of Chaucer but to 

establish that Chaucer was John of Gaunt's friend--a friend 
;I 

who mourned with him, felt his grief, and wished to 

alleviate his fears. 

A friendship was intimated by William Godwin in his 

1804 four-volume Life of Geoffrey Chaucer. On the title 

page of Volume II, Godwin indicates that he "includes 

Memoirs of His [Chaucer's] Near Friend and Kinsman, John of 

Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster." Later, in the same volume, 

Godwin refers to John of Gaunt a~ Chaucer's "princely 

friend." J. R. Hulbert quotes the Chaucer scholar F. J. 

Snell: "John of Gaunt was the poet's life-long friend and 

patron" (11). Today, George Williams has become the 

strongest advocate of the theory that a close relationship 

existed between Chaucer and John of Gaunt, and Williams has 
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taken Hulbert to task for discounting such a relationship. 

However, that some Chaucer scholars have come to believe, as 

I have, that a friendship prevailed between Chaucer and John 

of Gaunt does not make it so. In fact, each Chaucer scholar 

addressing the subject, regardless of point of view, has 

scrutinized historical, factual material and has logically, 

methodically constructed a reasonable supposition. 

Confirming such a relationship existed becomes necessary to 

discover Chaucer's intent for the poem. Perhaps the 

acknowledgment of a friendship by the parties themselves 

would confirm their friendship. Chaucer explicitly has the 

Black Knight (John of Gaunt) voice the following: "'Graunt 

mercy, goode frend,' quad he" (BD 360). Although one need 

not accept the word frend as indicating literal declaration 

of friendship, the word conveys a warmth greater than that 

of other possible nominatives of address. Even if this was 

a semi-private poem, it nonetheless was at least read to a 

group of intimate nobles who, guided strictly by courtly 

protocol, would have rejected an implication of friendship 

to a social inferior if it were not true. But the designa

tion comes from Chaucer himself. Chaucer would have 

suffered social repercussions if his words had been counter

feit. With this thought it is possible to consider that 

John of Gaunt himself deemed Chaucer his friend. One 

concise line, then, acknowledges that John of Gaunt, 

himself, considered Chaucer his friend. In her study "Sex, 
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Lies, and Conversation" Deborah Tannen asserts that men 

validate friendships through "doing things together" (113). 

Using this premise, it is easy to comprehend how a friend

ship could develop between the two considering the amount of 

extant documentation that exists indicating their inter

action as soldiers, statesmen, and courtly gentlemen. 

Until now, the critics who focused on The Book of the 

Duchess considered the poem to be elegy, dream, or conso

latio or some combination of these genres. In recognizing 

Chaucer's friendship with John of Gaunt, one may understand 

why Chaucer, contrary to the belief of many critics, would 

write more than a simple elegy or consolation for John of 

Gaunt upon the death of his wife. Wolfgang Clemen 

hypothesizes that The Book of the Duchess is not merely an 

elegy because 

the traditional elegy combined both praise and 
lament for the dead; the two aspects were 
constantly present and closely intermingled. It 
is significant, however, that during the whole 
"praise" in which the knight extols the dead, 
there is no word of lament. (46) 

Believing that the poem is more than an elegy, Clemen 

classifies it as a consolation: 

Chaucer chooses to offer consolation indirectly 
without actually speaking of it. He makes the 
knight use such indir~ct expressions that.the 
dreamer, his hearer, 1s able to keep up his 
failure to understand, and furthermore was not 
obliged to mention Lady Blanche's death. (49) 

In direct contradiction to Clemen, B. H. Bronson considers 

the poem to be primarily an elegy because "the substance of 



13 

the elegy ... is spoken by the lady's husband, who can 

best describe her beauty, her charm of manner, and all her 

gracious qualities of mind and heart" (879). In Chaucer and 

His England G. G. Coulton designates the poem an elegy: "The 

praise of Lady Blanche forms the core of the elegy and is 

indirectly expressed in the knight's recital" (45). Alfred 

Kellogg regards the poem as both: 

... it is clear that the Book of the Duchess is 
an elegy upon the death of Blanche, Duchess of 
Lancaster, who perished in September, 1369, during 
one of the periodic recurrences of the Black 
Death. Thus the poem was presumably one of 
consolation directed toward the bereaved husband, 
John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster. (59) 

No scholars, however, have considered the poem an absolution 

piece. Even those critics who believe a friendship existed 

between John of Gaunt and Chaucer have not considered the 

possibility that the grief of the Black Knight needed more 

than a simple elegy or consolation. The Knight states, "'I 

thanke the that thew woldest soc, / But hyt may never the 

rather be doo. /Noman may my sorwe glade, / That maketh my 

hewe to falle and fade'" (BD 561-64). Not only does the 

Knight assert that a consolation, even in elegy form, would 

do him no good, but he also indicates that man could not 

release his pain. 

I suggest that Chaucer's friendship with John of Gaunt 

and Chaucer's own sense of loss at Blanche's death compelled 

him to write an intimate message in the form of The Book of 

the Duchess in order to provide Gaunt with an avenue to 
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reconcile Gaunt to Blanche's death and to absolve Gaunt from 

fear and guilt concerning Blanche's salvation. The means 

for Gaunt to acquire absolution function throughout The Book 

of the Duchess through implication, symbolism, and 

underlying meaning. This paper will set forth these 

elements and verify Gaunt's inner turmoil for Blanche's 

salvation, and in turn, his own. 



CHAPTER II 

RHETORICAL CONSIDERATIONS OF THE HUNT SCENE 

Marcelle Thiebaux states that the chase, which many 

readers identify with the hunt scene, in The Book of the 

Duchess occupies "less than five percent of the poem." In 

fact, in a footnote she goes as far as to say, "At the most, 

64 of the poem's 1,334 lines can be called relevant to the 

hunt" (115). Although these statements may appear correct 

on initial examination, further investigation uncovers a 

hunt scene that spans 968 lines and functions as a funda

mental component of The Book of the Duchess. 

Three major concerns identified in medieval rhetorical 

manuals were arrangement and organization, amplification and 

abbreviation, and style and ornamentation. With medieval 

writers placing a strong importance on arrangement and 

organization, Chaucer developed elements specifically 

related to the hunt as a part of his framework patterns. 

Surrounded not only by a dream framework but also by a 

framework of the sound of a hunter's horn, the hunt scene 

encompasses essential rhetorical practices that affect one's 

understanding of the entire poem. However, before the 

thesis addresses specific rhetorical practices that affect 

one's understanding of the entire poem, it is necessary to 

15 
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explore Chaucer's oral and written approaches and realistic 

treatment of the hunt scene as well as to discuss the dream 

and sound frameworks. 

Dream poetry seems to have originated in order to 

provide a sense of authority for the work at hand that 

contained the dream convention. Many medieval writers 

believed that dreams and dream visions came from God, and 

that therefore they could use the dream convention to assert 

that what they wrote was divine truth and not a product of 

their ingenuity. Toward the end of the Middle Ages many 

writers moved away from the idea of divine origin. In the 

"Proem" to The House of Fame, Chaucer questions the 

distinction among words meaning dream: 

For hyt is wonder, be the roode, 
To my wyt . . . 

Why that is an avision 
And why this a revelacion, 
Why this a drem, why that a sweven, 
And noght to every man lyche even; 
Why tis a fantome, why these oracles .... 
( HF 2 - 3 , 7 - 11 ) 

At the same time, Chaucer questions the divinity of 

dreams: 

To knowe of hir signifiaunce 
The gendres, neyther the distaunce 
Of tymes of hem, ne the causes, 
Or why this more then that cause is--
As yf folkys complexions. 
Make hem dreme of reflexions, 
Or ellys thus, as other sayn, 
For to gret feblenesse of her brayn, 
By abstinence or by se~nesse, 
Prison-stewe or gret distresse, 
Or ellys by dysordynaunce 
Of naturel acustumaunce, 



That som man is to curious 
In studye, or melancolyous (HF 17-30) 
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In this passage, Chaucer speculates that mental 

conditions, rather than divine intervention, may initiate 

dreams. However, the dream did not lose all connections to 

the intervention of a higher power. At the beginning of the 

"Proem," Chaucer does not indicate the dream is from God but 

asks that "God turne us every drem to goode!" (HF 1) Toward 

the end of the same "Proem," Chaucer expresses the hope 

"that the holy roode / Turne us every drem to goode!" (HF 

57-58) Although Chaucer limits God's creation of dreams, he 

strongly implies that God can, upon request, influence the 

outcome of dreams. In The Book of the Duchess, Chaucer more 

subtly questions the origin of dreams through recounting his 

inability to sleep and his mental state caused by an 

eight-year sickness. 

Whereas Chaucer's audience would have been familiar 

with the dream convention, they might not have been as 

familiar with poems conjoining dream vision with elegy. At 

the time that The Book of the Duchess was written, French 

writings were well known to the English court and were 

considered the structural basis of exemplary verse. Li 

regret de Guillaume is the only French elegy that utilizes 

"a dream formulation" (Norton-Smith 5). In this respect, 

Chaucer eluded the norm by combining dream vision with 

elegy. John Norton-Smith introduces the thought that such 

labels as dream poem and love vision "render Chaucer's 
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achievement more misguidedly familiar or conventional than 

the poem [The Book of the Duchess] may have appeared to an 

audience available at the end of the 1360's or beginning of 

the 13 70 IS II ( 4) • 

Yet, Chaucer did choose to use the dream element in The 

Book of the Duchess. We can only attempt to discover why. 

Stephen Knight contends that the "dream itself was a basic 

mode for medieval analysis of society" and that "dreams were 

taken seriously as ways of revealing a truth that the waking 

individual could not attain" (7). Chaucer, however, was 

neither merely employing the dream to state truth nor merely 

analyzing medieval society. Colleen Donnelly feels that 

dream poetry was designed to either "discover spiritual 

salvation or win requited love" (421). Perhaps Chaucer 

considered these factors. Charles Muscatine writes that 

"Chaucer uses the device of the dream conventionally and 

functionally to exclude those reminders of common life, of 

business, war, and politics ... " (102). 

Chaucer probably considered many of these factors when 

he chose the dream as a framework for his elegy on Blanche, 

Duchess of Lancaster. He did analyze society, and his 

message focused on spiritual salvation (Blanche's salva

tion). But I think he did not wish to eliminate reminders 

of common life. Chaucer used the dream as a social 

equalizer. Propriety between classes of people was an 

important element of medieval society. Without some 
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equalizing agent, Chaucer as Dreamer could not function as a 

counselor-confessor upon meeting the Black Knight. Chaucer 

needed to suspend the barrier of social inequality, but he 

also needed to identify John of Gaunt with Emperor Octovyen 

as a symbol of courtly decorum. 

Reminders, then, of conunon life were necessary, and 

Chaucer diligently evoked such reminders in The Book of the 

Duchess. In fact, realism became the basis of the 

rhetorical practices discussed in this chapter. Whether 

dealing with hunting terminology, animal imagery, or 

framework considerations, Chaucer used realism as a 

rhetorical device which allowed his audience to more easily 

interpret underlying meaning. Although George Williams in 8 

New View of Chaucer contends that "everyone admits that 

Chaucer used real-life figures allegorically in The Book of 

the Duchess" (10), many respected Chaucer scholars recognize 

that Chaucer employed realism, not allegory, in The Book of 

the Duchess. Judith Perryman states that "The Book of the 

Duchess is a poem about emotions . in contrast with 

allegorical works like the Roman de la Rose which personify 

individual qualities . " (227). She continues: "The 

responses and attitudes portrayed in The Book of the Duchess 

result from the interplay of feelings both within and 

between the characters, who thus emerge as sufficiently 

solid to arouse responses in the reader of pity, anger, 

frustration, and relief" (227). Consequently, we encounter 
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real people with real feelings who influence the reader or 

the audience to experience genuine sentiment. Unlike 

Williams, who believes that "as a medieval writer, Chaucer 

would have been an unusual case if he had eschewed allegory'' 

(Williams 10), Wolfgang Clemen indicates that allegory was 

being deferred more and more often by fourteenth-century 

writers: 

It was becoming progressively rarer for French 
dream-poetry of the fourteenth century, which 
carried on the tradition of the Roman de la Rose, 
to be consistently allegorical. Real persons were 
now being introduced as well as personified 
abstractions. (24) 

F. E. Halliday recognizes that Chaucer dealt in "passages of 

realistic description and dialogue" (37). 

Claes Schaar expresses this realism best by saying that 

Chaucer's "descriptive manner not only gives us an abstract 

synopsis of events, but at the same time retains sufficient 

concrete reality to present occurrences tangibly " 

(2). Such double layering of realism breathes life into The 

Book of the Duchess and empowers the audience to traverse 

roads of interpretation that would otherwise be closed to 

them (Donnelly 424). There is some question whether the 

poem was actually read aloud or given directly to John of 

Gaunt as a retrospective personal piece. Mary Griffin 

believes that "to regard all such survivals from the habit 

of reading aloud as evidence that a particular poem was 

orally delivered would be an error, since poems not intended 
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for oral transmission might bear the marks of the tradition" 

(19). However, Griffin also recognized that "a poet 

expected to read his poem aloud to an audience or he 

conceived of another person reading it aloud" (19). Some 

scholars have suggested that the poem was composed for 

delivery at an annual memorial service for Blanche. D. w. 

Robertson voiced the belief of many scholars when he wrote: 

"Chaucer's poem [The Book of the Duchess] was probably 

(although not certainly) used in connection with one of the 

annual services, perhaps in 1374, when the Duke was able to 

attend for the first time" ("The Book of the Duchess" 332). 

Whether this be the case or not, the majority of Chaucer 

scholars propose not only that The Book of the Duchess was 

read aloud but also that Chaucer probably read the poem 

himself (Donaldson 93; Clemen 23; Hussey 8; Donnelly 421). 

Recognizing that The Book of the Duchess was both a written 

and an oral piece, we can acknowledge that the layers of 

realism distributed throughout the hunt scene allowed the 

semi-private audience who originally heard the elegy to 

comprehend the grief of John of Gaunt. Yet, at the same 

time, we can observe an underlying realism that allowed John 

of Gaunt to identify intimate information intended to 

absolve his feelings of guilt. John Norton-Smith explains: 

II communication may possess a personal area of 

reference and a more public and generalized rhetorical aim" 

( 5) • 
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In order to convey the layers of realism to his 

audience, Chaucer carefully folds elements of oral and 

written convention into the layers. It was necessary for 

Chaucer to develop the poem in such a way that his audience 

could grieve with John of Gaunt over the loss of Blanche. 

Since The Book of the Duchess was a lengthy poem, Chaucer 

consciously placed oral conventions throughout it to keep 

his audience focused on its public purpose as well as to 

supply impetus to keep his audience awake during its 

reading. Fillers, pauses, exclamations, and questions 

enhanced long dialogue and narrative. This was the tale, To 

tellen shortly, Alas!, And I wol telle you wherfore, As I 

have told yow here-to-fore, What las ys that?, Allas. what 

shal I thanne do?, and A Goddes half! are all examples of 

oral conventions that enabled an audience to listen intently 

to a presentation. The key to Chaucer's oral elements 

within The Book of the Duchess was familiarity. Wolfgang 

Clemen noted that 

Chaucer's early work was designed for a public 
obviously familiar with the framework, the 
conventions and the idiom of this courtly love
poetry. It is one of the essential features of 
his art during this earlier period that he retains 
the framework and many of its conventions and yet 
within the same framework strikes out on a 
different path and offers something quite new. He 
arouses and satisfies expectations, only to 
disappoint them at a later stage; after linking up 
with what is familiar, he proceeds to the unknown. 
(23-24) 

The unknown, in the case of The Book of the Duchess, was a 

complex juxtapositioning of familiar terminology that 
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convinced a hearing audience that they understood the 

substance of the poem while an underlying message remained 

hidden for its reading audience, John of Gaunt. Utilizing 

familiar oral conventions would not expose the heart of the 

poem to an audience, but a written manuscript that could be 

read and reread would allow concealed meaning to surface. 

As subterfuge, Chaucer used terminology combining hunt, 

dogs, horses, medicine, and forests. A medieval courtly 

audience would recognize, understand, and interpret these 

elements in generic terms, nodding their heads in approval. 

The inclusion of written considerations intertwined 

with the oral considerations makes The Book of the Duchess 

exceptional. In this respect, Chaucer's use of a structural 

frame acquires a new perspective--the drawing of the 

audience into the inner soul of the Black Knight and the 

drawing of John of Gaunt into his own inner self. Chaucer 

begins with the dream framework and then initiates a sound 

framework through the use of a hunting horn which, in turn, 

introduces the hunt framework. Once we are lured into the 

hunt, we are consistently drawn deeper and deeper into the 

scene. A horse transports us to the hunt, Octovyen spurs us 

into the chase, a whelp guides us to an inner forest, and 

finally the Dreamer escorts us to a man who reluctantly 

grants us entrance into himself. We are now at the deepest 

level of the poem--the inner person. It is during this 

process that Chaucer's use of double meaning conveys 



24 

entirely different connotations for the hunt, dogs, horses, 

medicine, and forests. The same devices that could be used 

as subterfuge in an oral presentation emerge with completely 

different significance in written form. Various rhetorical 

devices that result in our understanding of the less obvi

ous, private structure of The Book of the Duchess merit 

consideration. 

1. Consideration of the Sound Framework 

Chaucer intentionally creates a sound motif by utiliz

ing the horn, a commonplace instrument used in war and peace 

to signal commands. It was viewed as an instrument of 

authority and direction. In The Book of the Duchess, 

Chaucer first introduces the horn to awaken Morpheus, the 

god of sleep: 

"Awake!" quad he, "whoo ys lyth there?"/ And blew 
his horn ryght in here eere, / And cried 
"Awaketh!" wonder hye. / This god of slep with hys 
oon ye I Cast up, and axed, "Who clepeth ther?" 
(BD 181-85) 

Here we see a figure of authority isolated in a deep sleep 

being extricated from that sleep PY the forceful sounding of 

a horn. In this way, Chaucer causes the Dreamer to pull 

John of Gaunt from the throes of lethargic inactivity. Such 

lethargic inactivity may suggest a state of depression 

caused by grief and guilt. 

In developing his idea, Chaucer transposed horn com-

mands to a more familiar setting--the hunt. The hunt is 
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actually announced by a hunting horn which also initiates 

the sound framework. The hunt begins with the lines "Me 

thoght I herde an hunte blowe / T'assay hys horn and for to 

knowe / Whether hyt were clere or hors of soun" and ends 

with the lines "They gan to strake forth; al was doon, / For 

that tyme, the hert-hunting (BD 345-47, 1318-19). Chaucer 

intertwines the sound and hunt frameworks into a functioning 

unit that precipitates John of Gaunt's realization that he, 

Gaunt, is in a hunt for life. Periodic sound cues 

explicitly facilitate John of Gaunt's progression through 

the different phases of the hunt, preparing him for the 

final phase which will induce Gaunt to examine his inner 

self. 

The first cue is heard in line 375 when "a gret horn 

blew thre mot." In his thirteenth-century book The Art of 

Hunting, William Twiti indicates that three motes signify a 

rechase (a chasing again). Twiti writes: "schall y rechasyn 

apon myn houndez III tymes" (Prior 9). Perhaps the hunters 

had at some point lost sight of the hart and, after re

grouping, were ready to track the hart again. Clearly John 

of Gaunt may have experienced such a situation. 

Following the rechase, the hart was pursued a "Longe 

tyme" but eventually rused and escaped the hunters. At this 

time, a forloyn was blown: "Therewyth the hunte wonder 

faste / Blew a forloyn at the laste" (BD 385-86). Chaucer's 

use of forloyn may suggest opposing opinions. Beryl Rowland 
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concludes that the forloyn is "merely the signal which the 

hunter blows when he has become separated from the hounds or 

from the rest of the hunt" (133). Such a definition implies 

that a hunter blew a forloyn simply to indicate he was no 

longer with the main hunting party. Marcelle Thiebaux 

appears to consider the term forloyn connected to the escape 

of the hart (35). However, a more accurate definition is 

derived from the French term fort loin, meaning far away 

(Prior 9). "Far away" could be mean "escaped"; it could 

also be interpreted as an impermanent situation that, with 

effort, would ascertain elimination of the distance between 

the hunter and the hunted. In respect to Chaucer's intent, 

the latter definition allows a transition between the 

hunting of a hart and the discovery of a heart. "Blew a 

forloyn at the laste" could easily mean that the last 

forloyn of the hunt had been sounded; that the distance 

between the h[e]art and the man, John of Gaunt, had 

narrowed; and that another phase of hunting was about to 

begin. 

At the end of the hunt, "They [the hunters] gan to 

strake forth; al was doon, / For that tyme, the hert

hunting" (BD 1312-13). The verb strake provides the pivotal 

concept that incorporates the intrinsic structure of the 

entire hunt scene. How it is interpreted ultimately 

clarifies whether the hart was killed or escaped. Gunner 
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Tilander, translator of medieval hunting treatises, 

determined that there were distinctive types of straking: 

one would be performed on the homeward march 
after the stag had been slain, while another would 
indicate that the king wished to hunt no longer. 
It is how the notes are sounded, not the mere fact 
of straking that conveys whether the hunters have 
well sped or not. (Thiebaux 126) 

Like Chaucer's initial audience, we must rely on the text of 

The Book of the Duchess to ascertain Chaucer's denotation of 

straking. At the conclusion of the poem, we see that a 

"kyng / Gan homewarde for to ryde. " ( BD 1314 - 15 ) . 

Death does not appear to be the motivation for straking. 

Indeed, the king seems to have chosen to "hunt no longer" 

(Thiebaux 126) . 

2. Consideration of the Hunt 

Each rhetorical consideration discussed in this chapter 

is interrelated with others; however, a separate delineation 

of the hunt will provide clarity to its rhetorical 

structure. 

Wolfgang Clemen suggests that the hunt scene is just a 

device "leading up to the mourning knight's entry" (43). 

Alfred Kellogg sees the hunt as an intermediate structure 

"between the outer frame [dream frame] and the inner 

structure of the encounter of the Black Knight and the 

Dreamer" (83). Sandra Prior views the hunt on a more 

comprehensive level: " the hunt is ultimately for the 
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hurting heart , " and is 11 a quest which is decorously and 

carefully pursued. 11 (3). Moreover, Marcelle Thiebaux 

in The Stag of Love confirms the identity of the hunt as an 

independent framework--an inner structure that follows the 

preceding dream and sound frameworks. The hunt framework is 

the last framework introduced. Within the hunt framework 

are dependent rhetorical and symbolic components that 

ultimately pilot us to the inner self of the Black Knight. 

Hunting, for the courtly medieval society, served a 

pleasurable function. It became a game that, through time, 

developed an elaborate set of rules. Chaucer's Dreamer in 

The Book of the Duchess states, "'Sir, . this game is 

doon' 11 (BD 539) . Indeed, "Hunting was the constant 

occupation and recreation of all the gentry. Everything 

eatable was game, from the little hunted hare to the deer 

and the mighty, dangerous boar" (Brewer, Chaucer and His 

World 10). By Chaucer's lifetime, a festive atmosphere 

surrounded the hunt (Thiebaux 31). Yet, the medieval hunt 

facilitated fulfillment of a pragmatic purpose--the practice 

of war skills. Horsemanship, weaponry, machination, and 

competitiveness were all stratagems of the hunt (Howard 31). 

As stated earlier, the key to Chaucer's technique was his 

employment of familiar material and situations that would 

readily insure the recognition of subordinate meanings. 

In relation to this supposition, Chaucer's use of hunt 

terminology acquires a preeminent status. Hunting termin-
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ology was as familiar to the nobility, and in turn, to John 

of Gaunt, as was the hunt itself. In describing the hunt, 

Chaucer carefully selected hunt terminology that would most 

effectively direct John of Gaunt to the underlying message 

of absolution hidden within the hunt scene itself. The 

terms embosed, rused, slee the hert with strengthe, and 

yhalowed require attention here. 

Chaucer's intention for the word embosed has eluded 

Chaucerian scholars; in turn, the use of the word has 

affected the interpretation of the actions of the hart. The 

word first appears in The Book of the Duchess in the 

statement "And how the hert had upon lengthe / So moche 

embosed- -y not now what" (BD, 352-53) . Embosed means to 

"become exhausted from the hunt" (Benson 334). 0. F. 

Emerson's explication of the sixteenth-century manual The 

Noble Art of Venerie or Hunting lends to the credibility 

that embosed refers to an exhausted state (Prior 6). Other 
, 

scholars, including Bernard F. Huppe, D.W. Robertson, and 

Beryl Rowland, also support this definition. Rowland, 

nonetheless, adds an alternative definition of embosed: 

"hidden in the woods" (62). Sandra Prior seems to agree 

when she writes: "We could. read embosed as 'hidden in 

the woods' if we assume that the statement represents an 

observation gained during the searching out of the hart 

before the hunt proper" (7). Prior continues: "But I think 

there is an even better reading, one which also takes 
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embosed as a reference to the hart's situation before the 

hunt, but one which describes the damage his antlers have 

done to the woods and thereby attests to the stag's 

magnificence" (7). After a lengthy explanation of her 

stance which contains an explication of potential Old French 

derivatives of embosed, Prior proposes that lines 352-53 

mean: "And how the hart had at such a height struck the 

woods (and done so much damage) ... I do not remember how 

much" (9). Perhaps the hart was already exhausted at the 

beginning of the hunt? Perhaps he was hiding in the wood or 

perhaps he was merely being identified as a suitable prey? 

Perhaps Chaucer deliberately chose a term that encompassed 

all three concepts? Clemen believed Chaucer exercised a 

"conscious process of selection" (Clemen 24). John Matthews 

Manly felt that "not least among his [Chaucer's] 

considerations were the propriety of a poem for a particular 

audience and the figures by which listeners or readers might 

best comprehend the matter" (Manly 28). Donnelly extends 

her discussion into a stronger, more accurate statement: 

Chaucer exploits the expectations of his audience, 
previously based on tradition, by undermining the 
usual single focus ... since every attempt to 
order the material according to a particular genre 
or philosophical vision is thwarted by the very 
fact that another possible system or 
interpretation interferes, demanding that it, 
too, be considered. (421-23) 

Since embosed may embrace all of the suggested interpreta-

tions, the hart may function independently under each 

interpretation. 
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The interpretation of slee the hert with strengthe has 

also been a point of contention among critics. At the root 

of the contention is the question of whether the hart 

escapes the hunt or is killed. Although Prior holds that to 

slee with strengthe is a derivative of the French prendre le 

cerf a force, Rowland concludes that the phrase comes from 

the French chasser les cerfs a force. The first phrase 

means to seize the hart by force, whereas the second phrase 

means to chase harts with force. Despite the equally valid 

conjectures on both sides, I believe that Chaucer saw the 

hunt as a royal chase that ultimately ends in rusing the 

hunters. I believe further that Chaucer uses the hunt to 

portray a means of escaping the tragic circumstances of 

Alcyone presented in the first portion of The Book of the 

Duchess. 

Hunting, an entertainment of fraternity, places far 

more emphasis upon the companionship of the chase than upon 

the capturing of the prey. The title of Daniel Deloc's 

thirteenth-century book La chace du cerf clearly stresses 

the superior importance of the chase to the kill. The 

Morgan manuscript of Roy Modus, a fourteenth-century hunting 

treatise, has no illustrations of a hart's death (Prior 5). 

Even though hunts ended in death and hunting manuals pursued 

the logistics of the fallen animal, a prey might possibly 

attain its freedom: "The stag sometimes succeeded in 

breaking through the circle [of hounds], wounding hounds and 
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escaping once again" (Thi~baux 35). Chaucer's use of the 

hunting horn, inner forest, medical terminology, and the 

terms rused and staal away as well as his conclusion 

confirms that the hart escaped and that the hunt was a chase 

with force not a seizure by force. 

The remaining terms, rused and yhalowed, are 

considerably less controversial. The 1989 edition of 

Webster's New Lexicon of the English Dictionary defines ruse 

as cunning. The term has changed little since Chaucer's 

time. Marcelle Thiebaux explains that 

the stag could be expected to engage in its 
habitual slyness (malice) of rusing, or doubling: 
while still far ahead of its pursuers it would 
turn to retrace its steps toward the pack, thus 
strengthening the scent, then take a wide leap off 
to the right or the left and flee in this 
direction. ( 31) 

Chaucer's use of the terms rused and staal away in 

combination allowed his audience to discern that through 

cunning and strategy the hart had escaped the hunters. 

Amid the blaring of hunting horns, the barking of 

hounds, and the issuing of commands, shouts to "incite the 

hound toward its prey" (Thiebaux 32) reverberate through the 

forest. These hallooing shouts can almost be heard as 

Chaucer writes: "Withynne a while the hert yfounde ys, / 

Yhalowed, and rechased faste / Longe tyme ... " (BD 378-

80). Not only did hallooing incite the hounds, but it also 

terrified the hart, who could not discern the place where 

the sounds originated. "Hard-pressed and fatigued, the stag 



would emit a stronger scent because of the sweat it shed;" 

therefore, 

the excessively harried stag was said to be 
malmene--a word used just as commonly elsewhere in 
the figurative sense, of heroes, martyrs, and 
lovers driven to extremes of suffering or to 
death. (Thiebaux 35) 

In his use of yhalowed, Chaucer chose an expression that 

could be employed literally and yet convey figurative 

meaning. 

3. Consideration of the Significance of the Horse 
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Perceiving the horse as a guide, as well as literally, 

correlates with the principle of dual interpretation which 

Chaucer initiates in The Book of the Duchess. However, in 

regard to the horse, Chaucer enlists the concept of multiple 

interpretation, which extends beyond dual interpretation. 

Chaucer's horse imagery captures the concept of the noble, 

courtly body. 

During the medieval period, serious consideration was 

given to the body and soul in conjunction with life and 

death. Saint Gregory wrote: "Indeed the horse is the body 

of any holy soul, which it knows how to restrain from 

illicit action with the bridle of continence and to release 

in the exercise of good works with the spur of charity" 

(Robertson, A Preface to Chaucer 254). Beryl Rowland finds 

the same concept in such medieval works as A Tretyse of 
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Gostly Batayle and The Debate between the Body and the Soul 

(130). 

In accordance with this line of thought, Chaucer's 

motive for providing a horse to the Dreamer and a horse to 

Octovyen may be established. It is my supposition that the 

Dreamer's horse, like Octovyen's horse, symbolizes the 

noble, courtly body with all of its baggage: i.e., 

responsibility, chivalry, social etiquette, and authority. 

One medieval corrunentator notes that the horse symbolizes 

human flesh (Robertson, A Preface to Chaucer 254). However, 

in Octovyen's case, reference is being made to John of Gaunt 

and the additional responsibilities of royalty. The term 

horse can substitute for the term body. Therefore, the line 

"Took my hors" can be read as "Took my body" (BD 357). The 

Dreamer, then, takes his courtly body to join a royal hunt 

for a royal h(e)art. A hunt formed to slee the hert with 

strength "according to the hunting treatises ... would be 

the 'royal chase'" (Prior 5). Octovyen's presence confirms 

the hunt as a royal hunt. Noble hunts were conducted on 

horseback by the genteel. Prior writes: "actual hunters on 

horseback had to be gentle folk" (Prior 10). Neither the 

Dreamer (Chaucer) nor Octovyen (John of Gaunt) could 

function without a horse (courtly body: i.e., 

responsibilities and conventions of the courtly world) 

within an exacting hunt as initially depicted by Chaucer. 

Thus, Chaucer's horse in The Book of the Duchess assumes the 
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established symbolism of a body and the underlying symbolism 

of a courtly body. The hunt is entrapped by the rules and 

conventions of the courtly world, as the hunters are 

entrapped by courtly bodies. Only when the Dreamer and 

Octovyen relinquish their courtly bodies upon entering the 

forest as counselor and the Black Knight, respectively, can 

they pursue the search for the he(a)rt. Once the realistic 

hunt forloyns, we enter an enigmatic location inside the 

hunt framework where conventions, responsibilities, and 

regulations of a courtly world disappear. In this way, 

Chaucer maneuvers John of Gaunt and his audience into a 

deeper search than that represented by a worldly contrived 

hunt. 

4. Consideration of the Significance of the Whelp 

Chaucer interrelates the whelp, the forest, and medical 

imagery in order to institute the concept of healing and to 

present a path which would empower both the Dreamer and John 

of Gaunt to secure healing. 

When the forloyn is blown, the dreamer walks from a 

tree where he had been stationed during the hunt and his 

attention is immediately drawn to a playful whelp. Chaucer 

writes, "I was go walked fro my tree, I And as I wente, ther 

cam by mee / A whelp ... " (BD 387-89). Symbolically, 

the Dreamer relinquishes his last association with reality, 

the tree, and begins his journey as a grieving soul 
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searching unknowingly for direction until the whelp comes to 

him. The whelp's age and size become important factors in 

assessing its pertinence to the poem. Most critics have 

considered the whelp to be a puppy; however, Beryl Rowland 

develops the argument that such critics "on this premise 

build up an appealing image of a tiny, helpless creature. 

In fact, Chaucer does not mention size, and according to 

Pertelote whelps are both 'grete and lyte'" (162). Wolfgang 

Clemen characterizes the whelp as an "'unmotivated' dog" 

(41), and Carol Heffernan, after a lengthy discussion on .the 

significance of the whelp, drifts into the convenient 

expression "lively dog" (190). As conceivable as these 

premises might appear, none correlates with Chaucer's 

development of nor intent for the hunt scene as a whole. 

Chaucer has carefully implanted terminology, especially 

animal terminology, in The Book of the Duchess to invoke 

specific imagery and perceptions. By differentiating 

between relayes, "sets of fresh hounds to take up the 

chase," and lymeres, "hounds trained to track by scent" 

(Benson 334), Chaucer introduces his audience not only to 

the distinction between types of hounds but also to the 

importance of such distinctions. In perceiving the whelp 

through hunting terminology, we discover that young hounds, 

including whelps (pups), were often run with the pack for 

experience. Relayes, on the other hand, were older, more 

mature hounds stationed at various locations to be used as 
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replacements as the pack hounds tired (Thiebaux 31). 

Although many of the pack hounds were trained or were in 

training, whelps were still untrained (Prior 10-11). In 

essence, they were innocent of the ways of their predestined 

life. 

Perhaps it is this innocence that explains the 

association of healing qualities with the whelp during the 

medieval period. Huppi and Robertson indicated that "whelps 

represent priests in their function of curing both by word 

and by example sins unwittingly retained in the mind and 

thus not confessed" (54). The Black Knight symbolizes a man 

struggling with the ability to profess his inner thoughts 

and fears, as will be shown in Chapter IV. J.B. Friedman 

wrote that "dogs in the Middle Ages were associated both 

with leading and healing" (157-58). Blanche's father, Duke 

Henry, wrote a book entitled Le livre which presents a dog 

leading a hunter-confessor "to find and redeem the penitent 

h{e)art" (Shoaf 319). Duke Henry's dog "holds sins at bay 

in the heart until the confessor can root them out, [and] 

the former leads the confessor to its 'heart' in need of 

penitential change" (Shoaf 319). It is possible that 

Chaucer would borrow from Duke Henry's work in order to 

reach his primary audience, John of Gaunt. If John of Gaunt 

were unfamiliar with the healing qualities assigned to 

whelps, he might have been familiar with the healing 

qualities assigned to the whelp in Le livre. 



38 

Having developed a complex structure directed at the 

absolution of John of Gaunt, Chaucer establishes plaited 

relationships between the whelp of the hunt and the whelp of 

healing. Meaning and double meaning intertwine to ruse the 

hearer but permit a reader to unravel the complex structure 

and discern underlying context. 

It is my conjecture that the whelp was a young, 

untrained pup running about after being initially uncoupled. 

Upon approaching the Dreamer, the whelp assumed the function 

of a healing guide like a sign that says, "Follow me; I 

bring healing." 

5. Consideration of the Significance of Medicine 

Medicine during the medieval period acquired a new and 

popular status. Just as encyclopedias during the medieval 

period achieved popularity for the acquisition of knowledge, 

medical treatises achieved eminence for the ability to 

consider the functions of the human body. Ralph Elliot 

writes almost gleefully that "Chaucer's botanical and 

zoological vocabulary is not inconsiderable and as in the 

case of astronomy or medicine or alchemy he is happy to make 

use of it incidentally as well as to parade it" (333). 

Chaucer seems to have had a working knowledge of medicine 

and alchemy, and even if he occasionally paraded his 

knowledge, he skillfully applied that knowledge to develop 

his message of absolution. 
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It is reasonable to believe that Chaucer was acquainted 

with the medical information contained in the commonplace 

book De bestiis et aliis rebus and John of Gaddesden's Rosa 

Anglicus. Both were accepted as medical canon by the 

fourteenth-century English courtly world. Within the Rosa 

Anglicus, Gaddesden analyzed the ailments cardiaca passio 

and cardiaca syncopalis which dealt with, among other heart

related maladies, what we today would describe as a broken 

heart (Grennen 132). Cardiaca syncopalis was a specific 

type of cardiaca passio disorder. Cardiaca was defined as 

"a falling of the heart, wherein the heart trembles and 

inclines downward by reason of its weight, although a 

regulative power keeps the organ upright" (Grennen 133). 

Grennen continues his discussion by stating that cardiaca is 

"caused by fear, distress, or sorrow" (133). The more 

specific cardiaca syncope was described as "a failure of 

sensation and motion throughout the entire body (for the 

greater part) because of weakness of the heart" (Grennen 

133). Syncope was a more serious form of cardio passio. 

Symptoms of syncope correlate directly with symptoms 

experienced by the Black Knight. Chaucer writes: 

Whan he had mad thus his complaynte, 
Hys sorwful hert gan faste faynte 
And his spirites wexen dede; 
The blood was fled for pure drede 
Doun to hys herte, to make hym warm-
For wel hyt feled the herte had harm-
To wite eke why hyt was adrad 
By kynde, and for to make hyt glad, 
For hit ys membre principal 
Of the body; and that made al 



Hys hewe chaunge and wexe grene 
And pale, for ther noo blood ys sene 
In no maner lym of hys. 

Hym thoughte hys sorwes were so smerte 
And lay so colde upon hys herte. 
So, throgh hys sorwe and hevy thoght, 
Made hym that he herde me noght. (BD 487-99, 
507-10) 
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Although we can only conjecture that the Narrator's 

eight-year illness is one of the heart and/or mind (i.e. 

"sorwful ymagynacioun"), the passage quoted above presents 

known medical symptoms of a heart infirmity connected with 

the Black Knight. A sorrowful heart has precipitated the 

Black Knight's depletion of emotion, seemingly causing life

giving blood to leave his heart and limbs. At this point, 

he becomes pale and cold. The Black Knight clearly 

recognizes he is ill: "Myn hele ys turned into seknesse" (BD 

607). As with any medical illness, the question of a cure 

arises. The Dreamer professes a desire to restore the Black 

Knight's health: 

I wolde, as wys God helpe me soo, 
Amende hyt, yif I kan or may. 
Ye mowe preve hyt be assay; 
For, by my trouthe, to make yow hool 
I wol do al my power hool. (BD 550-54) 

However, the Black Knight indicates neither the Dreamer nor 

a physician could cure him: 

I thanke the that thow woldest soo, 
But hyt may never the rather be doo. 
No man may my sorwe glade. 

Ne hele me may no phisicien. (BD 561-63, 71) 

Healing must come from within. 



6. Consideration of the Significance of 
Innocence and the Forest 
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I have intimated that when we find the Dreamer 

horseless, in essence he is no longer entrapped by a courtly 

body and courtly conventions; hence he is vulnerable to and 

innocent of the ways of the world. By stepping away from 

the tree upon which he leaned, the Dreamer severs his bond 

with the courtly world. He is free, but without direction. 

Unexpectedly, a naive, untrained whelp finds the Dreamer. 

Chaucer specifically differentiates between the trained, 

experienced hounds of the hunt and the untrained, innocent 

whelp that is entirely disinterested in the hunt. The whelp 

leads the Dreamer to the forest, where healing will be 

found. However, this forest is not the forest of the hunt. 

It appears to be encircled by the forest of the hunt, yet is 

visible and accessible only to the innocent such as the 

untrained pup and the unencumbered man. It is the "privy 

way" to which the hart stole. The hounds did not lose the 

hart, but rather passed him by, "overshote hym," at which 

time the hounds could not locate him. Chaucer created a 

third dimension--a plane of existence subsisting within 

reality. We have been drawn into a deeper structure and 

prepared to meet the Black Knight, an innocent young man, 

who struggles with knowledge but cannot confront it. 

Chaucer provides a quiet, peaceful place of isolation 

away from reality for the Dreamer and Black Knight to 
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confront the knowledge needed to heal. Unlike the forest of 

the hunt which was protected by the laws of men, the inner 

forest appears to be protected by the laws of nature and of 

God. Delegated to a hunting forest were "assizes and laws, 

grants of individual privileges, [and] proceedings against 

poachers . " (Thiebaux 22). Derek Brewer states that 

during the Middle Ages there "were great tracts of forest 

and woodland" and that "nearly all the forest was protected 

by savage game laws, and pursuit of their rich wildlife was 

restricted to the king or gentry who owned the forest" (10). 

In comparison, the inner forest takes on the countenance of 

a sanctuary--a cathedral, a place for the pure in heart. 

Animals co-exist, flowers bloom, and winter is but a memory. 

And I hym folwed, and hyt forth wente 
Doun by a floury grene wente 
Ful thikke of gras, ful softe and swete, 
With floures fele, faire under fete. 

That wynter, thorgh hys colde morwes, 
Had mad hyt suffre, and his sorwes; 
All was forgete, and that was sene, 
For al the woode was waxen grene. 

And many an hert and many an hynde 
Was both before me and behynde. 
Of founes, sowres, bukkes, does 
Was ful the woode, and many roes, 
And many sqwirelles that sete 
Ful high upon the trees and ete. 
(BD 397-400, 411-414, 427-432) 

In this passage the forest--the inner forest--"is a 

profoundly symbolic, even sacred place, where we lose and 

find ourselves" (Brewer 11). Here courtly conventions were 

forgotten. Here the innocent 11 staal away." Here the Black 
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Knight and the Dreamer could endeavor to seek knowledge and 

could, with concerted effort, find it. 

The opposite of innocence is therefore knowledge, 
a knowledge created by experience. Knowledge is 
created by something having happened. Knowledge 
must be preceded by an encounter, an event which 
creates complexity in the mind where before there 
was simplicity. And associated with the encounter 
is a distinct and absolute change. " 
(Sharpless 4-5) 

Indeed, the inner forest afforded the innocent Dreamer and 

the Black Knight a haven in which to encounter knowledge and 

change. 



CHAPTER III 

THE CONCEPT OF MARRIAGE AND LOVE 

IN THE MIDDLE AGES 

Fundamental to an appropriate understanding of certain 

elements within The Book of the Duchess is the recognition 

that Chaucer employed in his dream vision elegy definite 

principles of the doctrine of courtly love. Whether he 

accepted these ideas personally or only introduced them for 

literary convenience is not of major significance, but that 

he understood and could function as a writer within the 

restrictions of the courtly system is significant. In 

regard to love in marriage, the courtly love system was 

influenced both by Church and by government precepts. 

Inconsistency which permeated the governmental, 

religious, and court standards of the English Middle Ages 

affected the convictions of medieval society toward marriage 

and love; in fact, contradictions pervaded the 

infrastructure of each of these entities--government, 

Church, and court--singularly and individually. Royal 

subjects experienced difficulty accommodating precepts 

generated by the three entities, yet it appears that the 

nobility struggled the most with these discrepancies 

instigated by government, church, and court. 

44 



45 

For the church and government to function effectively, 

the church needed the support of the government, and the 

government required the blessing of the Church. In Medieval 

Panorama G. G. Coulton states that 

in matters of religious faith, and in the 
administration of the sacraments, it is the Pope's 
duty to decide, and to tell the Emperor without 
reserve, what he thinks. And it is the Emperor's 
duty, not as a sovereign, but as a Christian, to 
accept the doctrine taught by the Church, and the 
sacraments as administered by her priests. (23-
24) 

However, Derek Brewer writes that the sovereign head of the 

government 

was crucial to national politics in the Middle 
Ages. He was at the apex of the legal, social, 
and political structure, combining in himself both 
the immense symbolic magical power of royalty and 
the practical power of the head of the largest 
administrative organization in the country. (32) 

It appears that a "sacredness of kingship" (Brewer 74) 

flourished through the cooperation of church and state. 

Within this precariously balanced system existed an 

underlying set of guidelines directing the behavior of the 

nobility which they adhered to and anguished under. These 

guidelines focused on the proper perspective toward the 

acquisition of love. Such guidelines became known as 

courtly love requirements. During the fourteenth century, 

courtly love became ever more important until it not only 

infiltrated governmental and Church observances but also 

acquired an acceptability equal to that of the Church and 

the government. 
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Conceived in southern France possibly from Arabic 

traditions (Hussey 22), doctrines of courtly love functioned 

under written and unwritten stipulations. Initially 

introduced to courtly society through troubadours, courtly 

love provisions gradually saturated courtly society 

throughout France. Instrumental in the verses of the first 

known troubadour, Duke William IX of Aquitaine, were the 

concepts of honor, moral worth (valor), happiness in love, 

self-discipline, and moderation of desire, all traits 

appropriate to courtly love (Barron 29). The medieval poet 

Chretien de Troyes reintroduced to courtly society many of 

the chivalric exploits of King Arthur and his knights of the 

Round Table. In doing so, he merged principles of chivalry 

with principles of courtly love. At the French court, 

Andreas Capellanus in his De Arte Honeste Amandi incorpo

rated the combined principles into the art of fin amor, 

courtly love as we understand it today. William G. Dodd 

writes: "Here we have fully worked out the jurisprudence of 

that courtly system which is exemplified in the romances of 

the Round Table" (3). Indeed, a mock court system which was 

established to arbitrate matters of love developed in 

southern France. This court system, conducted and ordained 

by noblewomen, relied on Andreas' doctrines as law. Dodd 

notes that "In time, these [courtly] ideas were introduced 

into northern France, largely through the influence of 

Eleanor of Aquitaine. This amorous duchess took a lively 
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interest in the doctrines, as well as the practices, of 

courtly love" (Dodd 1). Numerous decisions on matters of 

love were handed down from this mock court. Dodd continues: 

"Naturally, such decisions soon came to be regarded as 

definite rules and regulations of the courtly system" (1). 

Not only did courtly love gain a pseudo-legal credibility 

among the nobility, but it also matured into an emulated 

religion. A god and goddess of love evolved from Greek 

tradition into venerated deities with nobles seen as 

disciples. S.S. Hussey explains that courtly love was 

often represented by religious imagery where there prevailed 

"a god of love with his saints, martyrs, commandments and 

prayers" (Hussey 19). By the time courtly love reached 

England an entire canon of courtly love requirements 

existed. Some of these requirements included such 

principles as: "Courtly love is sensual; Courtly love is 

illicit and, for the most part, adulterous; A love, sensual 

and illicit, must needs be secret; and Love, to meet the 

requirements of the courtly system, must not be too easily 

obtained" (Dodd 5-8). The English book Court of Love, which 

had originally been credited to Chaucer, listed twenty 

statutes of love: 

The Twenty Statutes 

A. Laws of the Kingdom of Love 

i. To be true to the King and Queen of 

Love. 
iv. To stir up others to love. 



xix. 

ii. 
iii. 
vii. 

ix. 

x. 

xii. 
xiii. 

xiv (b) . 
xv (a) . 

xviii. 

v. 
vi. 

xiv (a) . 
xvii. 

xx. 

"Ech other day see that thou fast for 
love." 

B. Rules of Chivalrous Love 

"Secretly to keep councell of love." 
To be constant to one's lady. 
To be patient. 
To be meek and afraid of being over
bold. 
To be conscious of inferiority to one's 
lady. 
To think nothing of pain for her sake. 
To be thoughtful to please her. 
To believe no evil of her. 
To defend her honor and reputation at 
all costs. 
To keep one's person and dress neat and 
clean. 

C. Lovers' Symptoms 

To be sleepless when the lady is cruel. 
To wander alone musing on her. 
To dream of enjoying her love. 
To be interested in love even when one 
is old. 
To be wretched in her absence. 

D. Precepts of Seduction 

viii. To be persistent in one's suit. 
xi. To know how to make love by coughs, 

smiles, sighs, etc. 
xv (b) . "Her appetyt folow in all degree." 

xvi. "Seven sith at night thy lady for to 
plese, 
And seven at midnight, seven at morow-
day. " (Neilson 169) 
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As courtly love increased in popularity, questions 

concerning love and marriage arose. Each entity (govern

ment, church, and court) attempted to establish its position 

on love and marriage as the unequivocal position; however, 

none was able to assert its position independently. In 
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relation to The Book of the Duchess, an understanding of how 

the three prevailing structures influenced the concept of 

love and marriage during Chaucer's time assumes importance 

to the understanding of Chaucer's purpose in The Book of the 

Duchess. 

Marriage bonded allegiances for government, allowed 

procreation for the Church, and invited tragedy for courtly 

lovers. The Church appears to have acquired the greatest 

authority concerning the legality of marriage. The legality 

of marriage constituted a critical necessity for the 

government and, more specifically, for the nobility. 

Accumulation of capital, property, and loyalty as well as 

the procurement of peace often depended on the legitimiza

tion of a marriage. The Church struggled with problems of 

both what constituted a legal marriage and what constituted 

a sin within marriage. The governmental and courtly worlds 

found themselves caught in the Church's dilemma. Attempting 

to reconcile the dilemma, two medieval scholars, Peter 

Lombard and Gratian, actually complicated matters because 

they significantly disagreed in three critical areas: 

marital affection, consent, and consummation. 

Believing that a woman should not be required to marry 

without consenting to a marriage, "Gratian gave the doctrine 

of consent a strong new coloration by declaring that even 'a 

father's oath cannot compel a girl to marry one to whom she 

had never assented'" (Gies 137-38). He then integrated his 
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doctrine of consent and his doctrine of consummation to 

confirm the authenticity of a marriage. Stating that "where 

there is to be union of bodies there ought to be union of 

spirits" (Gies 138), Gratian asserted that for a marriage 

to be valid, marital affection as well as a physical union 

of bodies was necessary to unite the husband and wife. 

Writing twelve years later, Lombard did not require mutual 

affection as a necessity for a marriage to be valid nor did 

he require physical consununation as a determinant to a valid 

marriage. In Lombard's opinion, to compel physical 

consummation within marriage would "cast a shadow on the 

marriage of Joseph and Mary" (Gies 139). In regard to 

consent, Lombard insisted that marriage vows incorporate 

words that clearly indicated that a couple were husband and 

wife from the moment of their declaration. Although Church 

precepts required a female to consent to a marriage before a 

marriage ceremony could transpire, consent was often 

obtained through duress, including physical, economical, 

social, or political duress. W.R. J. Barron explains that 

"an idealization of relationships [existed] between the 

sexes, amoral and detached from Christian values . " 

and that "aristocratic marriage . defied the Church's 

teaching; men chose wives for their estates and sought 

pleasure and love outside of marriage" (28). Whether the 

Church followed this policy or not, it is known that the 

Church supported conjugal relations only for the propagation 
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of children. To· alleviate such discrepancies and contra

dictions, Pope Alexander III in the late twelfth century 

took an official stand concerning Gratian's and Lombard's 

convictions. Unfortunately, Alexander III, in essence, 

endorsed both Gratian and Lombard. Such an endorsement 

intensified the confusion surrounding the validity of 

marriage, yet it gave great latitude to the nobility when 

contracting a marriage. Significantly, Pope Alexander 

circumvented the appropriateness of love within marriage 

altogether. Once a marriage occurred, and once it was 

deemed legal, the same problem existed for the married 

couple as before Gratian, Lombard, and Pope Alexander: Could 

a married couple love one another in a passionate sense? 

Courtly love said no. The Church said maybe. The 

government was apathetic. Andreas suggests that 

even within wedlock, "true love" must 
theologically be adulterous, since all passionate 
intercourse is sinful: "Whatever solaces married 
people extend to each other beyond what are 
inspired by the desire for offspring or the 
payment of the marriage debt, cannot be free 
from sin .... The too ardent lover, as we 
are taught by the apostolic law, is considered 
an adulterer with his own wife." (Scaglione 158) 

Aldo Scaglione, author of Nature and Love in the Late Middle 

Ages, wrote: " . love is free and intolerant of conjugal 

bonds. Love requires equality, whereas marriage subjects 

one to the hierarchy of the family" (Scaglione 38). Jean de 

Meung wrote: "He who wants to be regarded as the master 

cannot be loved by his wife, for love must die when one 
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lover becomes the lord of the other. Love can only last and 

thrive in free hearts" (Scaglione 38-39). The attempt to 

define love seemed to compel medieval society to define sin 

in terms of love. In fact, one major belief suggested that 

if the wife, through her natural beauty, caused her husband 

to desire her, then she had sinned. Such a sin was not a 

simple sin, but one that could lead to death without 

salvation (Robertson, A Preface to Chaucer 429). Even Peter 

Lombard insisted that intercourse between husband and wife 

for any other reason than for duty and children renders the 

act sinful: "Where these goods are lacking, that is, faith 

and children, coitus may not properly be defended from the 

charge of crime" (Robertson, A Preface to Chaucer 429). St. 

Jerome warned husbands not to love their wives too 

adamantly: 11 ••• nothing is more foul than to love a wife 

as though she were an adulteress" (Robertson, A Preface to 

Chaucer 429). The concept of adultery assumed a peculiar 

interpretation during the Middle Ages. Many medieval 

persons believed that married couples conunitted adultery if 

they enjoyed intercourse. The sin of adultery lay at the 

feet of the wife. Without going-outside the marriage, the 

wife could still be considered an adulterer. John Gower, 

Chaucer's close friend, disagreed: 

For in the woman is no guile 
Of that a man himself bewhapeth; 
Whan he his oghne with bejapeth, 
I can the wommen wel excuse: 
But what man wale upon hem muse 
After the fool impression of his ymaginacioun 
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Withinne himself the fyr he bloseth, 
Wherof the womman nothing knoweth, 
So mai she nothing be to wyte. (Dodd 86) 

In the same piece Gower writes that "if a man drown himself, 

it is not the fault of the water; if men covet gold, the 

gold is not to blame" (Dodd 86). Significantly, even though 

Lombard regarded passion within a marriage as a sin, he 

contended that the over-ardent husband, not the wife, was 

actually the adulterer. Under these conditions either the 

husband could find himself in dire spiritual straits for 

desiring his wife or the wife could commit a sin by causing 

the desire. Such contradictions of thought pervaded 

medieval perception and caused understanding of the 

allowable degree or direction of love and desire in marriage 

to languish in confusion. One Biblical passage stated that 

"Ye have heard that it was said by them of old 
time, Thou shalt not commit adultery: But I say 
unto you, That whosoever looketh on a woman to 
lust after her hath conunitted adultery with her 
already in his heart." (KJV Matt. 5:27-28) 

St. Augustine points out that the passage did not say 

"'Whosoever lusts after a woman,' but 'Whosoever looks at a 

woman to lust after her'" (Sharpless 33). Certainly there 

exists a world of difference between the two statements. An 

undercurrent of thought began to oppose both the courtly 

love system and the Church precepts. Yet, as liberal 

thought developed, it struggled with convention. Even 

Gower, who suggested that women were not responsible for the 

desire their husbands might feel toward them, believed such 
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desire to be sinful. In fact, Gower supported the concept 

that a husband should exhibit reason within a marriage. 

During the fourteenth century, the use of reason within a 

marriage became the crux of the love-marriage controversy. 

Exercising reason, Gower believed, would produce a calming 

effect on the husband: "It is natural for a man to love, but 

it is not natural for a man to lose his wits" (Dodd 86). 

Douglas Kelly writes that "Gower envisages a love akin to 

fin amors, based on 'judgement' or discrimination" (201). 

Andreas Capellanus believed that passion caused love to be 

placed above all else and that it corrupted reason but that 

marriage helped prevent passion. To support his argument, 

Andreas relied on Cicero's position that a husband and a 

wife could have affection but not love for each other 

(Robertson 425). Affection secures reason, love does not. 

Gratian's mutual affection concept, then, was to secure 

reason and deny passion. Where there is reason, there is no 

sin. Where passion abounds, sin abounds. Conveniently, if 

conjugal relations within a marriage were deemed as sinful, 

only the Church could provide a means for repentance. 

Although the Church operated under the leadership of a pope, 

its day-to-day operation functioned through the efforts of 

bishops, archdeacons, priests, monks, rectors, and vicars. 

Each influenced the "flock" given him and each presented his 

interpretation of the Church's stand on love and marriage. 

It was these people that heard the confessions of their 
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followers and determined the degree of sin that might have 

occurred. Once the Church gained confessional power, 

conjugal relations abandoned social mores and rose into the 

position of antagonist to salvation. The Church grasped the 

power of heaven. 

As the Church did so, the royal family, including John 

of Gaunt, were caught in its grip no matter how persuasive, 

fashionable, and enjoyable the game of courtly love was. In 

the end, the royal family would submit to Church-ordained 

legalized marriages and would believe that their salvation 

relied on the Church's sanction of their actions. By 

examining how the royal family conducted their marital 

lives, one may obtain a clear understanding of what they and 

the Church condoned in regard to love in marriage. Although 

the royal family had the opportunity to choose priests, 

bishops, and archdeacons who agreed with their own concepts, 

final determination of legality and sin rested in the hands 

of the Church. 

Edward III and his wife, Philippa of Hainault, were 

both fourteen when they married (Brewer 32). In his 

declaration, Pope Alexander declared that vows could be 

"given at minimum ages of fourteen for the bridegroom, 

twelve for the bride" (Gies 139). Apparently the royal 

family viewed seriously age requirements probably to insure 

the legality of a marriage; however, consent seems to have 

been a formality. Perhaps if consent was required by 
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Philippa for her marriage to Edward, such consent was 

strongly influenced by parental aspirations. Derek Brewer 

wrote that "Edward III married Philippa of Hainault . . as 

a matter of property and political alliances, though 

affection also arose" (Brewer 32). It is difficult to 

determine the type of affection that "arose." Was it mutual 

affection as proposed by Gratian or affection with reason as 

envisioned by Gowe~? When Philippa died in 1369 of the 

plague, Edward III expressed sincere sorrow. F. E. Halliday 

indicates that Philippa "died holding her husband's hand and 

imploring him that when his time came he would lie beside 

her 'in the cloister at Westminster'" (30). Donald Howard 

quotes Edward as referring to Philippa as his "little 

helper" (127). After Philippa's death, Edward manifested 

grief that remained with him off and on until his death. 

Even though Edward took a mistress, he did not remarry and, 

at his death, lay beside Philippa as she had requested. 

Such affection, it appears, influenced the attitudes of 

Edward and Philippa's children concerning love and marriage. 

Two of their children married for love. Although the royal 

couple arranged marriages for several of their children and 

for Chaucer, their son Edward, heir to the throne, married 

Countess Joan against their wishes and so took a stand for 

love. Their daughter, Isabella, married a French aristocrat 

who had been taken hostage during one of her father's 

campaigns against France. Chivalry provided protection and 
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respect for hostages of noble birth, but marriage to a 

hostage presented an unconunon circumstance. Love again 

triumphed. Even John of Gaunt, whose marriage to Blanche 

was arranged, became enamored of Blanche. William Godwin 

writes that "the love of Gaunt for his first wife has all 

the appearance . . . of a real passion" ( 152) . Donald 

Howard's statement that "Gaunt's grief at the death of his 

wife was enormous" (122) implies that there existed for 

Gaunt more than a "mutual affection" toward Blanche. In 

terms of love in marriage, it certainly appears that love, 

with all its passion, maneuvered into a respectable position 

in Edward III's court--a position that on the surface must 

have been condoned by an official of the Church whether he 

was a priest, a bishop, or an archdeacon. However, upon 

one's death, as in the case of Blanche, the condoning of a 

practice by one cleric or a few Church officials could cause 

concern for ultimate truth in the matter of the propriety of 

love in marriage. And, indeed, John of Gaunt, as will be 

addressed in Chapter IV, struggled with the possibility that 

his desire to blindly accept the court's position on love in 

marriage might have cost Blanche her salvation merely 

because she returned his love. 



CHAPTER IV 

EXAMINING BLANCHE IN RELATION TO 

THE BOOK OF THE DUCHESS 

When scholarly criticism concentrates on characters 

within The Book of the Duchess, the Black Knight and the 

Dreamer receive the majority of the attention; however, the 

Black Knight's lady requires equal or even cardinal 

consideration if the reader would understand the poem. 

Octovyen, the hart, the Black Knight, and the Dreamer all 

exist because of her. Each action, word, deed, and 

underlying meaning within the poem relates directly to the 

Black Knight's lady, who represents Blanche, first wife of 

John of Gaunt. John of Gaunt can be observed within the 

poem both as Octovyen, the dutiful Gaunt, and as the Black 

Knight, the courtly Gaunt. Through its characters, The Book 

of the Duchess confronts matters of love, life, death, and 

God. Each of these factors relates to Blanche's death and 

John of Gaunt's subsequent grief. 

To say that Blanche, represented by "goode faire 

White," occupies an important position within the poem is to 

understate. She is the essence of the poem. Chaucer 

reveals Blanche's devotion to God, her courtly attributes~ 

and her struggle between her pursuit of godliness and her 
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love for Gaunt. Even though scholars have recognized that 

Chaucer wrote The Book of the Duchess after Blanche's death, 

Blanche's death-date emerges as a significant topic that 

compels attention. Until 1974 when J. J. N. Palmer's 

article "The Historical Context of The Book of the Duchess: 

A Revision" appeared in The Chaucer Review, the generally 

accepted date of Blanche's death remained as September 12, 

1369. Two logical factors contributed to the 1369 date. 

The first focuses on the transposition of the date. In 

still-extant records, four chroniclers recorded that Blanche 

died in 1369; however, it has now been established that 

three of these chroniclers duplicated the work of an initial 

chronicler (Howard xiv). Possibly the initial chronicler 

penned the date incorrectly. With the passing of time, 

errors in transpositions may occur. It is not known exactly 

when any one of the four chroniclers actually copied the 

date. If the initial chronicler copied the date fifty, 

thirty, or even twenty years after Blanche's death, he 

probably lacked adequate historical knowledge to distinguish 

between a correct date and an incorrect date. Also, over 

time, writing could require deciphering skills that were not 

originally needed. Changes in script could have contributed 

to the misinterpretation of words, letters, and numbers by 

clerks who transposed them from one manuscript to another. 

When transposing historical data, a chronicler might attempt 

to verify a date if any question arose concerning its 
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accuracy. The initial chronicler who copied Blanche's 

death-date might have had great confidence in his 

determination of the date, or he might have read the date 

correctly but written it incorrectly. Accuracy might not 

always have taken a top priority. Even when it did, a 

chronicler might have intended to check his work but might 

not have found the time or remembered to do so. More than 

likely, however, the error resulted from a combination of 

reasons. Possibly the decdrative script confused the 

chronicler who probably believed he deciphered and copied 

the date correctly. But because of the time between the 

writing of the original document and his transposition, 

concrete knowledge of the exact year of Blanche's death no 

longer existed and his source document conceivably prevailed 

as the surviving official document of record. The second 

factor revolves around the cause of Blanche's death. In 

1369 England staggered from the worst incidence of the 

bubonic plague it had experienced since 1348. Queen 

Philippa died of the plague on August 15, 1369, and since 

the majority of Chaucerian scholars until recently have 

believed Blanche died in September of 1369, they have 

assumed that she succumbed to the plague. 

Contending that an error has been made does not prove 

that it has been made. In "The Historical Context of The 

Book of the Duchess," J. J. N. Palmer recounts that he 

uncovered a letter originally preserved by Thomas Hoccleve. 
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The letter appears to have been written by Louis de Male, 

Count of Flanders, to Queen Philippa during the 1368 

Christmas season. Earlier, Queen Philippa had evidently 

approached the count about an arrangement of marriage 

between her son, John of Gaunt, and his daughter, Margaret. 

With the letter in hand, Palmer concluded that Blanche died 

in September of 1368 rather than in September of 1369. 

Palmer provides no better substantiation for the 1368 date 

than had been provided to support the 1369 date. The letter 

only confirms that Blanche died before December of 1368; _it 

does not give evidence of when she died. In fact, Palmer's 

strongest support for a September, 1368, date comes from his 

discovery that two other chroniclers recorded Blanche's 

death date as 1368. To rely on the accuracy of chroniclers 

at this juncture seems imprudent. Palmer himself admits the 

1368 date throws little light on the poem (260), yet it 

seems that Blanche's death-date would directly affect 

elements within the poem. The possibility arises that 

neither the 1368 date nor the 1369 date is accurate. 

However, if one considers 1367 as the year of Blanche's 

death, several elements become clear, including the 

Narrator's eight-year sickness. Of the eight-year sickness 

Chaucer writes: 

But men myght axe me why soo 
I may not slepe and what me is. 
But natheles, who aske this 
Leseth his asking trewely. 
Myselven can not telle why 
The sothe; but trewly, as I gesse, 
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I hold hit be a sicknesse 
That I have suffred this eight yeer. (BD 30-37) 

The eight-year sickness, I think, functions as a 

tactful and heartfelt compliment to Blanche through the 

confirmation of Chaucer's long acquaintance with her and his 

reflection upon his own sorrow. John of Gaunt married 

Blanche of Lancaster on Sunday, May 19, 1359. Being the 

daughter of a powerful and prominent baron who held the 

titles of Earl of Derby, Leicester, and Lincoln as well as 

that of Duke of Lancaster, Blanche brought to the royal 

household not only a substantial dowry but also position. 

England celebrated the royal wedding with extravagant 

celebrations, tournaments, and festivities that lasted for 

at least a week after the ceremony (Howard 39). Most 

Chaucerian scholars believe that Chaucer met Blanche during 

the wedding festivities. The period from 1359 to 1367 is 

exactly eight years. Because of a scarcity of historical 

records and because of the span of time between the writing 

of The Book of the Duchess and the writing of Chaucerian 

criticism, the Narrator's eight-year sickness has become 

clouded, but Blanche's death-date seems to provide the 

gentle wind needed to remove the clouds. 

Blanche married at the age of seventeen (Bronson 866; 

Halliday 30) and died at the age of twenty-five. Her 

alabaster effigy cast at the direction of John of Gaunt 

captures her beauty (Loomis 19). She and her beauty 

captivated the court, her husband, and Chaucer (Howard 40). 



Blanche's beauty becomes a focal point in a conversation 

between the Dreamer and the Black Knight: 

"I [Dreamer] leve yow wel, that trewely 
Yow thoghte that she was the beste 
And to beholde the alderfayreste, 
Whoso had loked hir with your eyen." 

"With myn? Nay, alle that hir seyen 
Seyde and sworen hyt was soo." (BD 1048-53) 
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Although Charles Muscatine, among other Chaucerian scholars, 

believed Chaucer's description of Blanche provided typical 

fourteenth-century idealized listing of her features (101), 

in actuality Chaucer strayed from the norm and included 

qualities that neither Machaut nor Froissart would have 

embraced when describing a lady. Chaucer subtly deviates 

from the courtly tradition of description and places 

examples of Blanche's virtues throughout the Black Knight's 

speech. 

She loved as man may do hys brother; 
Of which love she was wonder large, 
In skilful places that bere charge. (BD 892-94) 

Ne chyde she koude never a del; 
That knoweth al the world ful wel. (BD 938-39) 

Withoute malyce, upon gladnesse; 
And therto I saugh never yet a lesse. (BD 993-94) 

"Therwith she loved so wel ryght 
She wrong do wolde to no wyght." (BD 1015-16) 

Clemen states "that there is no equivalent in Machaut for 

lines referring to Blanche's consideration for others" (55), 

and Hussey writes that Blanche's "beauty is evidently much 

more than skin deep" (34). Chaucer's description of 

Blanche, avoiding any one-dimensional figure, presents her 
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as a warm and caring three-dimensional person. At the same 

time, Chaucer assumed a respectful manner in describing the 

lady Blanche and in borrowing from esteemed writers. 

Courtly love requirements generated an intricate system of 

rules for relating the details of feminine features and 

virtues. In general, a writer would start at the top of the 

head and work downward (Wimsatt 27-28). Never would one 

begin with the description of a lady's feet when talking of 

the body or begin with the chin when describing the face. 

Benjamin S. Harrison states that Machaut "followed the 

conventional cataloguing method of description, and Chaucer 

in imitating his source [i.e., Machaut] ... used the same" 

(436). Chaucer's description of Blanche's physical 

appearance does maintain courtly tradition and begins with 

her hair: 

For every heer on hir hed, 
Soth to seyne, hyt was not red, 
Ne nouther yelowe ne broun hyt nas; 
Me thoghte most lyk gold hyt was. (BD 855-58) 

He next describes her eyes, her face, her voice, her neck, 

and her throat and then moves to a description of her body: 

Ryght faire shuldres and body long 
She had, and armes, every lyth 
Fattyssh, flesshy, not gret therwith: 
Ryght white handes, and nayles rede; 
Rounde brestes; and of good brede 
Hyr hippes were; a streight flat bak. 
I knew on hir noon other lak 
That al hir lyrnmes nere pure sewynge 
In as fer as I had knowynge. (BD 952-60) 
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Such description has an almost methodical rhythm which 

Chaucer used along with traditional descriptive elements to 

correlate Blanche, her devotion, and salvation. 

During the Middle Ages, children studied religious 

precepts from the time they entered school through the 

completion of their education. George Plimpton indicates 

that "in reading the primer the first thing a child did was 

to cross himself" (18). Blanche's religious instruction, 

like that of other children, became part of her daily life. 

Her father was known as a faithful churchman. In adulthood 

Blanche took her faith and her devotional practices 

seriously. Thomas Speght included in his 1602 edition of 

Chaucer's work a prayer to the Virgin Mary called "An ABC," 

which Chaucer had translated from a larger French work. 

Speght reported it as being "made, as some say, at the 

request of Blanche, Duchess of Lancaster, as a prayer for 

her private use, being a woman in her religion very devout" 

(Howard 88). Donald Howard goes on to suggest that John of 

Gaunt might have commissioned Chaucer to translate the 

devotional prayer as a gift for Blanche (88). Whether 

Blanche, John of Gaunt, or some third person requested the 

translation, Blanche would have appreciated and used the 

prayer. In substantiating Blanche's devotion, fourteenth

century papal registers show that Blanche petitioned the 

Pope several times for special dispensations and 

authorizations "for herself and others, which do suggest 
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more than a routine concern with the faith" (Howard 89). 

One of the requests consisted of an entreaty for a portable 

altar. Court life required participation in festivals and 

tournaments throughout the realm; Blanche apparently felt 

the necessity to have her own altar readily available. 

Several pieces of dialogue spoken by the Black Knight 

allude to Blanche's devotion. When the Black Knight vows 

that Blanche's inward and outward qualities were accurate 

"by God and by his halwes twelve" (BD 831), Chaucer 

establishes the concept that Christ knew Blanche. Later, 

Chaucer again intertwines Blanche's virtues with Christ's 

acknowledgment of those virtues; he writes that she is "so 

tretable to alle goode" (BD 923) and "So hool enclyned to 

alle goode, / That al hir wyt was set, by the rode" (BD 991-

92). Continuing to associate Blanche with Christ, Chaucer 

indicates that Blanche has healing power. In lines 30-40 

the Dreamer advises his audience that he has an illness that 

could be cured only by a physician who, unfortunately, is no 

longer with him. Although he does not appear to believe the 

theory, G. G. Coulton addresses the concept raised by a few 

Chaucerian scholars--that Chaucer loved Blanche and needed 

her as the physician of his heart. To believe that Chaucer 

would write an earnest elegy to the husband of his beloved 

stretches all decorum of courtly requirements, Church 

precepts, and fourteenth-century principles. B. H. Bronson 

verbalizes Chaucer's position proficiently: Chaucer "really 
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has to speak simultaneously for Gaunt and for himself to 

find the precise point at which the husband and the friend 

may unite in expressive agreement" (879). What healing, 

then, did the Dreamer require? Sleep was not all that the 

Dreamer lost. Indeed, the Dreamer complains that his mind 

has been enveloped in "sorwful ymagynacioun" and then says 

in line 27 that he has lost "al lustyhede." Both 

yrnagynacioun and lustyhede can be translated into the 

concept of creativity. To Chaucer and, in turn, to the 

Dreamer, Blanche symbolized a source of creativity. In 

return, she expressed to him the type of love that the Black 

Knight proudly proclaims in lines 891-92: "But goode folk, 

over al other, / She loved as man may do hys brother." At 

her death, Chaucer felt a creative void that only Blanche 

could heal. Thus, Blanche represents Chaucer's aesthetic 

physician. 

The Black Knight, too, required a physician. He 

complained of sickness of heart (BD 492, 570, 1193, 1222), 

of sickness of body (BD 607), of sickness of spirit (BD 

565), and of sickness of mind (BD 538), all of which could 

be healed only by one specific physician. At first the 

Black Knight uses general concepts to parallel Blanche with 

a physician: "Ne bet koude hele" (BD 928). Next, in lines 

1104-05 he discloses her power to eliminate all his sorrow: 

"whan I saugh hir first a-morwe / I was warished of al my 



sorwe." Finally, the Black Knight deems his lady as the 

cause of his rejuvenation: 

My lady yaf me al hooly 
The noble yifte of hir mercy. 

And therwith she yaf me a ryng; 
I trowe hyt was the firste thyng; 
But if myn herte was ywaxe 
Glad, that is no nede to axe! 
(BD 1269-70, 1273-76) 

Having received a symbol of his lady's love, the Black 

Knight exclaims, "As helpe me God, I was as blyve / Reysed 

as fro deth to lyv" (BD 1277-78). The most skilled 

physician gives life. Blanche gave life through love. 
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Not only did Chaucer relate Blanche to Christ, but he 

also correlated Blanche with Mary. Through deliberate and 

comprehensive images, Chaucer united the two "faire Whites." 

When fourteenth-century writers described Mary, the same 

rules of courtly love tradition applied to her as applied to 

ladies of the court (Wimsatt 29). In the fourth century, 

St. Ambrose wrote that Mary's physical attributes 

represented her inner virtues. During the fourteenth 

century, physical attributes still reflected inner virtues 

to some degree; but because of courtly love precepts, the 

association between the two had become vague, and the 

acknowledgment of physical qualities focused on desir

ability. Chaucer recognized the change from physical 

qualities to spiritual qualities and consciously enhanced 

his description of Blanche with physical qualities 

associated with Mary. 
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In The Book of the Duchess the Black Knight states that 

his lady "Was white, rody, fressh, and lyvely hewed" (BD 

905). He later observes that 

" . every wight of hir manere 
Myght cacche ynogh, yif that he wolde, 
Yif he had eyen hir to beholde; 
For I dar swere wel, yif that she 
Had among ten thousand be, 
She wolde have be, at the leste, 
A chef myrour of al the feste." (BD 905, 968-74) 

Chaucer's use of the words white and rody and the phrase 

among ten thousand echoes the image in the Canticle of 

Canticles of the Virgin as seen through the sponsa or 

"prefiguration of the Church" which was viewed as a 

representation of Mary. The Wycliffe translation of 

Canticle 5:10 discloses a bridegroom expounding that "my 

derling is whyt and rodi; chosen of thousandys" (Wimsatt 

35). Although the words white and rody had conunon usage, 

the phrase among ten thousand clarified Chaucer's use of the 

words to identify Blanche with Mary. In Canticle 7:4 a neck 

like a tower of ivory represented one of the endowments of 

the sponsa. Chaucer consciously wrote of Blanche: "Hyr 

throte, as I have now memoyre, / Semed a round tour of 

yvoyre" (BD 945-46). Wimsatt notes that the tower image 

"became quite prominent in the poetry of the Madonna, and 

both turris Davidica and turris eburnea came to be included 

among the Virgin's epithets even in official services" (36). 

In another instance, Chaucer's identification of the phoenix 

with Blanche directly relates to traditional identification 
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of the phoenix with Mary. Chaucer writes in The Book of the 

Duchess that 

.. 
"Trewly she [Blanche] was, to myn ye, 
The soleyn fenix of Arabye; 
For ther livyth never but oon, 
Ne swich as she ne knowe I noon." (BD 981-84) 

The image coincides directly with the Gawain-Pearl Poet's 

reference to Mary: "for synglerty o hyr dousour, / We calle 

hyr Fenix of Arraby" (Wimsatt 36). 

In associating Blanche and Mary, Chaucer concentrated 

on correlating Blanche's inner virtues with those of Mary. 

Examples of Blanche's kindness, generosity, and caring were 

intermingled throughout the Black Knight's physical 

description of her. Chaucer emphasized Blanche's truthful 

nature, a quality attributed to Mary, by saying that there 

was no one "trewer tonged" (BD 927) than she and that 

"Trouthe hymself" had chosen her as "his restyng place" (BD 

1003-05). Goodness was another Marian trait that Chaucer 

extolled in Blanche. He employed the word good or 

derivatives thereof at strategic intervals within the Black 

Knight's dialogue to reinforce the idea that Blanche 

epitomized goodness: "To speke of godnesse, trewly she/ Had 

as moche debonairte / As ever had Hester in the Bible . 11 

(BD 985-87), "So good that men may wel se / Of al goodnesse 

she had no mete!" (BD 485-86), and "And goode faire White 

she het" (BD 948). 

Having examined qualities and virtues of Blanche that 

were interwoven within the Black Knight's discourse and 
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simultaneously correlated with Mary, one must attempt to 

discover Chaucer's underlying motive for such exacting 

parallelism. If the contention that John of Gaunt feared 

for Blanche's salvation is sound, then Chaucer's association 

of Blanche and Mary could advance the alleviation of Gaunt's 

concern. A lady who possessed characteristics of Mary would 

not, could not be denied a place in heaven. 

Even though Blanche had established a relationship with 

God, John of Gaunt may have feared for her salvation. 

Unfortunately, in medieval belief, establishing a closeness 

with God did not assure salvation. During the fourteenth 

century, as throughout the Church's history, the Church 

instated many sins; only it could decree forgiveness for 

these sins and only it could decree resulting admission to 

heaven. Because of the Church's inconsistent policy toward 

love in marriage, a husband could be left in despair, as was 

John of Gaunt, if his wife died loving him. Although some 

differing opinions (as examined in Chapter III) began to 

arise concerning a husband's accountability for his passion 

in marriage, the general attitude in the fourteenth century 

remained that a husband could love passionately with 

insignificant spiritual repercussions. Chaucer suggests 

that Gaunt loved Blanche passionately: the Black Knight was 

a tributary "To Love, hooly with good entente, / And throgh 

plesaunce become his thral / With good wille, body, hert, 

and al" (BD 766-68). Here Chaucer indicates that Gaunt 
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expected to love with more than heart or mind--that he could 

openly love with body and all the depth of emotion he could 

enlist. Lines 1041, 1146, 1153, and 1171-72 reiterate the 

same thought. However, both Church and courtly love 

precepts maintained that a wife should restrain passionate 

feelings toward her husband or at least be discreet 

concerning such feelings. B. H. Bronson surmises that 

"there is in the poem rto overt suggestion that the knight is 

describing wedded love" (867). Edward Wagenknecht writes 

that "there is no indication of either betrothal or marriage 

at any point; in fact, 11. 1271-72 seem definitely to rule 

sex out of their relationship" (44). Interestingly, lines 

1271-72 could be interpreted as a gift of love given to a 

lover since the lines relate that the Black Knight receives 

a ring from his lady after she gives him her mercy. 

Wolfgang Clemen describes the lady's gift as "the knight's 

final deliverance and happiness when his love is 

. reciprocated" (58). Determining that love existed between 

the Black Knight and his lady does not establish that their 

relationship existed within the covenant of marriage. 

Bronson and Wagenknecht as well as many other Chaucerian 

scholars seem to have overlooked or disregarded vital 

information that would have allowed them to recognize that 

Chaucer consciously and judiciously imbedded in the poem 

references pertaining to Blanche's love for Gaunt within a 

marriage situation. 
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Because of courtly love constraints, Chaucer inserted 

indirect references into The Book of the Duchess to demon

strate that the Black Knight's lady was indeed his wife--a 

wife who loved her husband ardently. The story of Alcyone 

and Seys contained many such references. In fact, Chaucer's 

insertion of the story may have achieved two objectives not 

heretofore cited: first, the perception of Blanche as a wife 

and second, the stating of the cause of Blanche's death. 

Because of its value to the overall poem and, more 

specifically, its value to the understanding of John of 

Gaunt's feelings of guilt, the cause of Blanche's death 

requires consideration. Since Blanche evidently did not die 

in 1369, the cause of her death no longer appears to be the 

plague. The Black Knight says of his chess game with 

Fortune: "With hir false draughtes dyvers / She staal on me 

and tok my fers" (BD 653-54). Later, he says: "Therwith 

Fortune seyde 'Chek her! / And mat in the myd poynt of the 

.chekker, / With a poun errant!'" (BD 659-60). Then, in a 

tone of guilt the Black Knight remarks: "I shulde have pleyd 

the bet at ches / And kept my fers the bet therby" (BD 668-

69). An argument could be made that Blanche died suddenly, 

as suddenly as an unexpected "check" and "mate" through an 

unanticipated circumstance. Death by drowning meets both 

criteria. In fact, lines 668-69 imply that the Black Knight 

feels some responsibility for the loss of his queen. The 

relation between the Alcyone-Seys story and the situation of 
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Blanche becomes quite significant under the assumption that 

Blanche drowned. However, even more significant to this 

study are Seys's numerous references to wife and queen which 

support many of the references the Black Knight uses to 

identify his lady. Line 63 notes that Seys took a wife, and 

line 76 refers to the fact that his queen and wife are the 

same. Certainly, a fourteenth-century audience would 

recognize that a king's queen must be his wife without the 

added explanation. Consequently, there must have been 

another motive for Chaucer to include the information 

together. When Seys speaks to "hys wif the quene," he 

warmly uses the terms "my swete wyf" (BD 201) and "my 

worldes blysse" (BD 209). As Seys referred to Alcyone as 

his queen in line 197, so did the Black Knight refer to 

White when he said: "She staal on me and tok my fers" (BD 

654). Although the term fers represented a masculine figure 

in firzian, the Arabic precursor to chess, by Chaucer's time 

the piece had become known throughout Europe as a feminine 

figure which might be referred to in a number of terms 

including "femina, virgo, domina, dama, frauw, dame, [and] 

lady" (Bronson 874). Again in line 681 the Black Knight 

laments that "she [Fortune] my fers kaughte." A few lines 

later the knight mourns that "through that draughte I have 

lorn/ My blysse" (BD 685-86). In line 854 the Black Knight 

states that never had there been "so blysful a tresor" as 

his lady. Chaucer's strategy for correlating the wife-queen 



concept in the Alcyone-Seys story with the Black Knight's 

references rests on the mathematical concept that if a+ b 

c and b + c = a, then a+ c = b. Chaucer's conversion of 

this equation translates that if queen= wife and wife= 

bliss, then bliss= wife. Each time the Black Knight uses 

the word bliss or the word gueen in reference to his lady, 

the terms can be translated as wife. 
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Recognizing that Chaucer indeed desires to acquaint his 

audience with the understanding that the Black Knight's lady 

was his wife, one must next examine the concept that the 

wife loved the Black Knight fervently. In exploring the 

wife's ardent actions and feelings, one should remember that 

the Black Knight and his lady represent John of Gaunt and 

Blanche. Various segments of the Black Knight's speech 

suggest that a passionate love existed between the Black 

Knight and his lady. The most dramatic segment can be found 

in lines 1035-41, where the Black Knight explains: 

"Ryght on thys same [White], as I have seyd, 
Was hooly al my love leyd; 
For certes she was, that swete wif, 
My suffisaunce, my lust, my lyf, 
Myn hap, myn hele, and al my blesse, 
My worldes welfare, and my goddesse, 
And I hooly hires and everydel." 

Such a declaration would prove hollow if the sentiments were 

not reciprocal. The implication seems to be that the 

Knight's lady freely gave suffisaunce, lust, 1.yf, and 

happiness. Seemingly, she publicly displayed sufficient 

affection for the Black Knight to allow Chaucer to describe 
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her in terms associated with love. The discussion thus far 

has indicated that perhaps Chaucer's audience would have 

understood the reference to the unmarried Knight's lady as a 

symbol of the married Blanche or married Alcyone. It has 

further been indicated that Blanche felt deep affection for 

John of Gaunt. The essence of Gaunt's grief can be traced 

to that affection because it was the crux of Gaunt's belief 

that Blanche's salvation was in jeopardy. The Dreamer 

recognizes that some difficulty exists for the Black Knight 

when he says of the Black Knight: "Me thynketh in gret 

sorowe I yow see" (BD 547). Blanche's death has cloaked the 

real cause of John of Gaunt's grief. Several times the 

Black Knight intimates that his woe has placed his life in 

jeopardy (e.g., BD 587-88, 690). The Dreamer, seemingly 

befuddled by the knight's hope for death, explains to the 

knight that the loss of a wife should not be so distressful 

as to cause him to contemplate his own death (BD 720-40). 

The Knight replies: "Why so? ... hyt ys nat soo. / Thou 

wost ful lytel what thou menest; / I have lost more than 

thow wenest" (BD 742-44). Through the Knight, Chaucer 

introduced the thought that Gaunt's grief encompassed not 

only personal sorrow but also concern for her salvation. 

Upon the death of one partner in a loving marriage, the 

survivor may experience feelings of extreme guilt as well as 

sorrow. The Dreamer boldly presses the Black Knight: 



"Now, by my trouthe, sir," quod I [the Dreamer], 
"Me thynketh ye have such a chaunce 
As shryfte wythoute repentaunce." (BD 1112-14) 

In return, the knight does not speak of repentance for his 

thoughts of suicide but rather talks of love: 
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"Repentaunce? Nay, fy!" quad he [the Black Knight], 
"Shulde y now repente me 
To love? . . . . " (BD 1115-1 7a) 

He states that he should not have to repent for loving his 

wife, but perhaps he really means that his lady should not 

have to repent for loving him. An even stronger underlying 

meaning rests upon the fact that the Black Knight and his 

lady did love one another. The Black Knight feels that by 

loving he has placed the salvation of his lady at risk and 

that his own salvation might be in question. Guilt 

overwhelms him, and he struggles with the question of 

salvation for the part he has played in losing his queen and 

in possibly causing her loss of salvation. Chaucer realized 

that Gaunt should be convinced that Blanche received 

salvation. Chaucer depicts God's acceptance of ardent love 

through the imagery of Nature. 

During the fourteenth century the concepts of the 

natural and the unnatural began to acquire more association 

with the concepts of the Godly and the ungodly. Chaucer 

equated the goddess Nature with affairs of the heart as he 

did in The Parliament of Fowls and with the creation of 

esteemed courtly love attributes: 

"Hyt was hir [White's] owne pure lokyng 
That the goddesse, dame Nature, 



Had mad hem opene by mesure 
And close; for were she never so glad, 
Hyr lokynge was not foly sprad." (BD 870-75) 

"And every day hir beaute newed. 
And negh hir face was alderbest, 
For certes Nature had swich lest 
To make that fair that trewly she 
Was hir chef patron of beaute." (BD 906-10) 

"I bethoghte me that Nature 
Ne formed never in creature 
So moche beaute, trewely, 
And bounte, wythoute mercy." (BD 1195-98) 

Thus Chaucer aligns beauty with purity. He indicates that 

if Nature approved of physical beauty then God approved of 

physical beauty. 
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The Church, however, viewed a woman's beauty with 

skepticism. Beauty tempted man and caused him to sin. The 

woman ultimately received full responsibility of the man's 

sin of desire (Dodd 85). Aldo Scaglione maintains that 

during the Middle Ages two diametrically opposed assertions 

existed concerning nature. He perceives the medieval 

Christian viewing nature as either a part of the devil's 

domain or part of "God's creative activity" (Scaglione 8). 

Yet Scaglione also contends that by the fourteenth century 

naturalism developed an earnest partnership with courtly 

love. Andreas Capellanus writes in his De Amore: "I do not 

believe that God can be seriously offended by sins of love; 

for that which is accomplished under the compulsion of 

nature can be cleansed through easy atonement" (Scaglione 

18). Thus, Andreas implies that only a small sin occurred 

when a love relationship developed. But almost in contra-
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diction to this thought, Andreas also writes that love 

exists as "an inborn (natural) passion ... which rules the 

whole universe, and without which no one ever accomplishes 

anything good in this world" (Scaglione 17). In The 

Parliament of Fowls, Chaucer portrays Nature as the 

representative of God who has been placed in charge of 

affairs of the heart. On St. Valentine's Day, it was she 

who supervised selection of mates for the bird populace (PF 

295-302). Although The Parliament of Fowls had a more 

sophisticated development of the concept of Nature, Love, 

and God, the concept revolving around the three elements can 

definitely be discerned within The Book of the Duchess. 

Chaucer as Dreamer asserts that Nature would not cause 

sorrow of such a magnitude as described by both the Dreamer 

and the Black Knight: 

And wel ye woot, agaynes kynde 
Hyt were to lyven in thys wyse, 
For nature wolde nat suffyse 
To noon erthly creature 
Nat longe tyme to endure 
Withoute slep and be in sorwe. (BD 16-21) 

The Dreamer reports further: 

He [the Black Knight] made of rym ten vers or twelve 
Of a compleynte to hymselve 
The moste pitee, the moste rowthe, 
That ever I herde; for, by my trowthe, 
Hit was gret wonder that Nature 
Myght suffre any creature 
To have such sorwe and be not ded. (BD 463-69) 

In Book XIII of The City of God, St. Augustine explains 

that the law of nature came from God (Morgan 35-36). In 

Scaglione's translation of Alanus de Insulis' De Planctu 
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Naturae, one finds that "Nature pleads the cause of natural 

love versus both the celestial Cupid (the god of 'Platonic,' 

suprasensual or purely spiritual love) and the infernal 

Cupid (the god of sinful and adulterous love)" (34). But 

Chaucer consciously asserts that love of wife for husband 

and husband for wife does not commute as sinful or 

adulterous. In lines 1037-38, the Black Knight declares 

that "certes she was, that swete wif, / My suffisaunce, my 

lust, my lyf " Lust and wife and husband all 

converge at one serendipitous intersection. A love formula 

emerges: Love is Nature. Nature is God. Wife is Created 

by Nature. Therefore, for a wife to love is natural, and 

since it is natural, it is of God. Through the love formula 

that Chaucer meticulously developed, the Black Knight 

encounters a promise of salvation and a path from which he 

can receive absolution. 

John of Gaunt's concern for Blanche's salvation serves 

as the focus of The Book of the Duchess; however, Blanche 

serves as the impetus for the poem. Critics who concentrate 

on other characters within the poem seemingly overlook or 

neglect Blanche's importance especially in regard to the 

existence of those characters. Throughout the poem, Chaucer 

demonstrates Blanche's significance through interrelated 

references to the Black Knight's lady (Blanche), whether 

subtle as in the story of Alcyone and Seys or direct as in 

the Black Knight's description of his lady. Blanche's death 
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left a void that Chaucer confronted for John of Gaunt and 

for himself through the writing of The Book of the Duchess. 



CHAPTER V 

THE JOURNEY COMPLETED: "NOW HIT YS DOON" 

Chaucer wrote The Book of the Duchess for his friend 

John of Gaunt after the death of Gaunt's first wife Blanche. 

Although some Chaucerian scholars have considered The Book 

of the Duchess a simple elegy, it is more than that. By 

following rules for oral delivery as well as rules per

taining to written work, Chaucer constructed a poem that an 

audience would perceive as appropriate and heartfelt. To 

perceive the underlying message of absolution would require 

a private reading, not merely the hearing of an oral 

presentation. In implanting the message of absolution 

through symbolism and imagery within the hunt scene, Chaucer 

was more concerned with conveying his message to John of 

Gaunt than with conveying his message to a general audience. 

Filled with rhetorical and artistic techniques, The Book of 

the Duchess stands as a complex poem designed to reconcile 

Gaunt to the death of Blanche and to absolve Gaunt from fear 

and guilt concerning Blanche's salvation. In writing the 

poem, Chaucer perhaps received cathartic dispensation from 

his own feelings of loss caused from Blanche's death. 

Juxtaposing planes of realism against planes of 

imagination, Chaucer incorporates John of Gaunt into the 
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hunt scene as the characters Octovyen and the Black Knight, 

who represent courtly responsibilities and courtly love, 

respectively. Chaucer represents himself through the 

character of the Dreamer, and he represents Blanche through 

the character of the Black Knight's lady. 

Throughout the dialogue between the Black Knight and 

the Dreamer, the conversation focuses on the Knight's lady. 

Much emphasis is placed on her appearance and inner virtues. 

In regard to Blanche, Chaucer associates healing qualities 

and Marian traits with the Knight's lady and so implies that 

Blanche was indeed a godly person whose salvation was 

assured. Such an association becomes the foundation for 

Chaucer's approach to relieving Gaunt of that guilt and fear 

that stemmed from the religious perception of love in 

marriage. Recognizing that a wife could be declared as 

adulterous by the Church for ardently loving her husband and 

recognizing that Blanche did love Gaunt ardently, Chaucer 

had to dispel the philosophy that God did not approve of 

erotic love between husband and wife. 

By depicting the goddess Nature as the benevolent 

representative of God who dealt with affairs of the heart 

and who created those physical qualities in women desired by 

men, Chaucer was able to suggest God's approval of desire. 

Then, by subtly and painstakingly identifying the Knight's 

lady as the Knight's wife, Chaucer was able to convey God's 

approval of desire in marriage. Once Chaucer established 
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that God approved of desire in marriage, Blanche's salvation 

no longer stood in jeopardy. To add support to the 

assurance of Blanche's salvation, Chaucer enfolded the 

realistic and imaginary hunt for the h(e)art. The hunt 

becomes a search for the embossed h(e)art which has rused 

its hunters and fled to the safety of the inner forest. 

Characterized as a quiet, peaceful place of isolation, the 

forest appears to be a deep sanctuary that is difficult of 

access. The possibility arises that one must be innocent if 

required to obtain entrance to the inner forest. On the 

realistic plane, Octovyen hunts for a hart, but on the 

surrealistic plane the Black Knight hunts for his own heart. 

Confused, depressed, filled with grief, the Black Knight 

struggles and seems to have given up his hunt just as the 

hunters in the outer forest have temporarily given up their 

hunt. Presumably John of Gaunt, too, felt confused, 

depressed, and filled with guilt. Because of his lower 

social status, Chaucer could not approach John of Gaunt 

directly concerning the grief and the fears initiated within 

Gaunt by Blanche's death. To conununicate with Gaunt, 

Chaucer became the Narrator within The Book of the Duchess 

and the Dreamer within the hunt scene. The Dreamer finds 

the "sorwful" Black Knight who has "yturned his bak /Toan 

ook" located deep within the forest. Lines 539-43 center on 

dialogue between the two concerning the hunt for the 

h(e)art: 



"Sir," quad I [Dreamer], "this game is doon. 
I holde that this hert be goon; 
These huntes konne hym nowher see." 

"Y do no fors therof," quad he [Black Knight], 
"My thought ys theron never a del." 
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Until verbalization of a hunt occurred between the two, 

neither the Black Knight nor the Dreamer had begun his hunt 

for the h(e)art. As the whelp acted as the Dreamer's guide 

to the forest, the Dreamer now acts as the Black Knight's 

guide to the h(e)art. Being innocent of all preceding 

knowledge concerning Blanche's death, the Dreamer must forge 

a path through the inner forest infested with the Knight's 

guilt, fears, confusion, hurt, and self-pity. The Black 

Knight's grief encompasses his thoughts, and in doing so his 

mind becomes an obstacle to his heart. To transport the 

Black Knight from his mind to his heart, the Dreamer 

questions, examines, and at times even protests various 

perceptions stated by the Black Knight. 

Upon being given all the elements needed to reconcile 

himself to Blanche's death and to be absolved from the fear 

that Blanche did not receive salvation, the Black Knight now 

may implement these elements. Line 1309 gives ample 

indication that the Black Knight was reconciled to the fact 

that his lady had died: "She ys ded!" ... "Yis, be my 

trouthe!" In addition the Knight had achieved the hunt for 

the h(e)art. After line 1309, the Dreamer indicates that 

the h(e)art hunt had ended: "They [the hunters] gan to 

strake forth; al was doon, / For that tyme, the hert-
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hunting" (BD 1312-13). Inunediately following this 

announcement, the Knight, now called a king, 

Gan homwarde for to ryde 
Unto a place, was there besyde, 
Which was from us but a lyte-
A long castel with walles white, 
Be Seynt Johan, on a ryche hil, 
As me mette; but thus hyt fil. (BD 1315-20) 

So the king becomes the product of the hunt. Chaucer 

indicates that the Black Knight, Octovyen, and the h(e)art 

converged into the king who rode home in peace. The hunt 

started with a king, Octovyen, and ended with a king, Gaunt. 

The difference between Octovyen and Gaunt lies in the 

concept that Octovyen was ruled by responsibilities of 

station, while Gaunt, upon acquiring his h(e)art, ruled 

himself--mind, heart, and body. Chaucer indicates that the 

Black Knight, Octovyen, and the h(e)art converged into the 

king who rode home in peace. This is the only instance that 

the term king is used to directly refer to the Black Knight, 

and in turn, John of Gaunt. Although one cannot be sure, I 

suggest that Gaunt himself rather than just his poetical 

character received not only reconciliation but also 

absolution. After his second wife died, John of Gaunt 

married Katharine Swynford, his mistress of over twenty 

years. Their relationship was considered to be founded on 

love. It seems unlikely that Gaunt would place Katharine in 

jeopardy of her salvation. Thus, Gaunt must have come to 

believe that God approved of love in marriage and that 
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neither Katharine nor he would lose salvation for loving one 

another. 

Having provided John of Gaunt access to the path to 

healing, Chaucer also received healing. In the last lines 

of The Book of the Duchess, Chaucer as Narrator indicates 

that he has regained his creativity. His desire to help his 

friend culminated in a cathartic experience that allowed him 

to regain his "ymagynacioun." Chaucer writes: 

Thoghte I, "Thys ys so queynt a sweven 
That I wol, be processe of tyme, 
Fonde to put this sweven in ryme 
As I kan best, and that anoon." (BD 1330-33) 

Again vigor and urgency enter his life. His mourning is 

complete and his hunt, too, has ended: "This was my sweven; 

now hit ys doon" (BD 1334). 
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