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The Legend of Good Women is usually thought to represent Chaucer's return to a genre he has outgrown, but
focusing on the problematic of "false men" marks the late dream-vision as central, not marginal, and affords a
point of entry into the particularities of this poet's apparently lifelong engagement with the woman question.
No, because she is "the least engaged of any member of the household," a woman of right feeling should
devote herself to the good of others. No sword-wielding general could rule so long or possess so vast a
kingdom. Most of the other heroes, older than Pyramus and wiser than Antony, seem to know that
heterosexual union is sometimes a pleasant or necessary diversionâ€”it confirms one element of their
manhood and often saves their livesâ€”but a dangerous state in which to settle down, a place in which the
manhood they are supposedly proving is in fact deeply threatened. In his only speech in the legend, Pyramus is
less concerned with the loss of Thisbe than with his own failure as a man to protect her â€”41 , and his
immediate response to this blow to manly pride is, like Antony's, suicide. The problem is always represented
in large part as a problem of the feminization of men. Before we women can write, declared Virginia Woolf,
we must "kill" the "angel in the house. Socially, the poet is put in a position more like that of women and yet
forced to compete with men; to write poetry is to violate the [28] "Medieval Misogyny," Representations 20 ,
pp. Here, wielding as weapons the tools patriarchy suggests that women use to kill themselves into art, the two
women literally try to kill each other with art. Certainly, imprisoned in the coffinlike shape of a death angel, a
woman might long demonically for escape. But the contradiction in this charge is brought out in the Legends
by the fact that all the men of the fathers' generation fail in one way or another to see their offspring to sexual
maturity, whether through absence, incapacity, or malevolence. Descending from Patristic misogynists like
Tertullian and St. For a clear description of the feminist critique of the "unencumbered" self, see Seyla
Benhabib and Drudilla Cornell's "Introduction: Beyond the Politics of Gender," in Feminism as Critique , ed.
Finally, that such a notion of "ownership" or possession is embedded in the metaphor of paternity leads to yet
another implication of this complex metaphor. Caroline Walker Bynum's recent work on what she often
speaks of as role reversal in medieval religious experience and theological writing reveals a similar pattern. Is
the shifting, provisional nature of the author function that Chaucer so often seems to epitomize in tension or in
collaboration with the humanist fiction of the unimplicated, all-seeing artist whom Chaucer also represents to
so many readers? The pattern here is repeated throughout Chaucerian fictions: in the hands of women,
stereotypical feminine powers turn out to be unavailing in a world that men control. Does the history of
gender, as written in part by literary traditions, have anything to do with the fact that most modern and
postmodern discourse about literature is organized, one way or another, around the principle of authorial
undecidability? At the same time, the narrator reveals from the outset his own interest in the manly world of
politics and war. I am talking about the influence of a negative cultural position or function, as reconstructed
from authoritative and prescriptive discourse in the medieval periodâ€”and related to the activity of actual
women in ways that it is difficult, if not impossible, to assess in this period, even as we keep the problem in
mindâ€”on the men who produce the cultural [18] Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of
Food to Medieval Women Berkeley: University of California Press, , especially Chapter to, "Women's
Symbols," pp. The first lines of the Prologue consist mostly of direct and indirect quotation from both biblical
and patristic texts, and so they are punctuated with tags that taken together underscore the gender of official
speakers and critics: "quod he," "thus seyde he," "he speketh," "th'apostel seith," "Mark telle kan," and so on.
The male quality is the creative gift. It seems plausible to conclude from their stories that these heroes
consequently choose suicide not because they cannot live without the women they love, but because they
cannot live with themselves in the emasculated state to which they have been reduced. The line between
unreliable narrator and trustworthy author in this characteristically ironic Chaucerian fiction is less overt.
Chaucer, it could be argued, is the last to imagine and give voice to something we can categorize with useful
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certainty as a female speaker, for the poems attributed to him are among the first to problematize the notion of
singly gendered subjectivity, even as they may in various ways imply that in all the orthodox prescriptions of
gender roles by which experience is given social meaning, women's voices are precisely those that have been
silenced. As Douglas reminds us too, though, the Victorian domestication of death represents not just an
acquiescence in death by the selfless, but also a secret striving for power by the powerless. The narrator might
be much closer to the author, then, but the object of the irony, I argued, is still the antifeminist tradition; the
narrator merely dons the mask of the antifeminist to make his satiric point. Her hair stood back on either side
A face bereft of loveliness. Introducing an anthology entitled The Female Poets of America, Griswold outlined
a theory of literary sex roles which builds upon, and clarifies, these grim implications of the metaphor of
literary paternity. She goes on to cite the highest authority of "Jhesus, God and man," and tellingly, the story
of Jesus she relates is one that reveals not his loving-kindness, but his apparently gratuitous reproof of the
Samaritan woman. Thus, because he is an author, a "man of letters" is simultaneously, like his divine
counterpart, a father, a master or ruler, and an owner: the spiritual type of a patriarch, as we understand that
term in Western society. For an overview of the scientific discussion of whether and how women differed
from men, see also Vein L. The story begins in midwinter, with a Queen sitting and sewing, framed by a
window. No sigh relieved her speechless woe, She had no voice to speak her dread. Dixon in he confided a
crucial feature of his theory of poetry. The huge daughter of Chaos and Night, she rocks the laureate in her
ample lap while handing out rewards and intoxicating drinks to her dull sons.


