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faceva invece composti di erbe con cui lavava i corpi dei malati, poi
gettava l'acqua per strada in modo che la malattia si trasferisse sul
corpo di qualche passante; ma fra le sua specialitd c’era anche la com-
posizione di unguenti fatti con il grasso umano: per esempio di un
womo annegato nelle acque di un fiume"°.

In conclusione, si pud insoIMImMa OSSEIVare che il Medioevo occi-
dentale eredita, nella concezione delle proprieta delle piante, diversi
filoni: quello biblico di sostanziale apprezzamento, unito 2 molte
pagine di acuti conoscitori come Plinio, conduceva a una considera-
zione positiva circa la possibilita di una medicina scissa dalla magia, o
accompagnata da una forma di magia non nociva; quello della pia
ampia tradizione greca e romand giudicava con sospetto tale sfera del
sapere per via dell’analogia, sentita come inevitabile, tra herbae e
venena. Non & allora casuale che proprio in ambito legislativo, influen-
zato anche in epoca romano-germanica dal diritto romano-classico
(magari attraverso il tramite teodosiano), si incontra pin spesso il
veneficio come crimen supremo. L'affermarsi progressivo della cono-
scenza della letteratura greco-romana non poté che riportare in auge
il binomio herbae-venena, applicandolo soprattutto nella creazione del
paradigma della strega, pitt vicina alle Canidie e alle Sagane oraziane
che non alle herbariae medievali. In un certo senso, tuttavia, e per
quanto questo Processo possa sembrarci aberrante, 1 legislatori, gli
inquisitori e 1 predicatori che si fecero promotori degli sviluppi
«moderni» del fenomeno, nello scrutare in profondita le pratiche di
manipolazione degli elementi naturali e di fabbricazione di pharmaka
¢ vetiena, SCOTgevano con maggiore acume dei loro predecessori l'ori-
ginaria e persistente ambiguita di fondo che 1i caratterizzava, € la con-
seguente difficolta del suddividere gli aspetti positivi da quelli ripro-
vevoli, l]a medicina dalla magia, la naturalita dalla ritualitd.

6o. Per una trattazione pitt approfondita dei due casi cfr. M
acqua et supra ad vento. Superstizioni, maleficia e incantamenta nei predic

cescani osservanti (Tralia, sec. XV), Roma 1999-
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that Chaucer may be showing the same degree of reflexivity when

engaging with medieval literary genres in general, and the dream-

That Chauc ers oeuvIe 1s Cha! ﬂcterlzed by TES!.Sta.ﬂCe to ClOSllIt‘ has
b‘ y L a5
ee 2 i ued convin [ g b T 0{ Sch{ﬂats mn the 1 t
b n a g Clr]ugl b a lal e numbe
dccade Qor SoO-. I]ldeed, SeVET al ()1 [he 'ID]eceS \Mhlch were Comp]eted b"
h ucer are d P P = 1 hstener
] g’ » g
C auc are, espite a fOL‘mal endul open endﬂd leaV 1 the
p. . P vita h qUES n thEI
u IO seve al ()f ]:].1 ce th t 1nvy non to fl.l'l:t er f10 T
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i 1 ience that he
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i i eam and express-
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aucer end with a narrator 5
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ing total puzz
ing before his s

f or experience 11 2 ;
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which tries to provide the narrator/ dreamer with additional informa-

tion en love, the narrator concludes:

And with the shoutyng, whan the song was do (finished)
That foules maden at (during) here flight awey,
I wok, and othere bokes tok me to (turned),
’ i Iwey.

To reede upon, and yit 1 rede a
I hope, ywis (indeed), to rede s0 (so much)fsom day

1 mete (dream) som thing for to fare ]
.'Il:};:t:cih:nd thus( to rede I nyl nat spare (will not cease)*. (PF 693-9)
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conversation with it’. One needs to remember that this critical
response to love poetry in general, and the Chaucerian dream-vision
poems in particular, may have been undertaken communally in the
fashionable ‘cours d’amour’ which gathered gentry and aristocracy to
discuss love matters as social entertainment. This possible form of
exchange which often followed the hearing of a love-poem may have

had an impact on shaping some of Chaucer’s dream poems with their
particular open-endedness®

The resistance-to-closure argument becomes yet more complex
when applied to some other Chaucerian texts whose sense of com-
pletion lacks determinacy and is marred by editorial or scriptorial
interference that remains difficult to gauge. More complex even, but
more interesting also, is the application of the argument to the writ-
ings which are apparently left unfinished by Chaucer, the author. To
this group belong, however, some of the most accomplished pieces of
writing composed by Chaucer, such as the The House of Fame, The
Legend of Good Women, and The Canterbury Tales. The House of Fame,

the second dream-vision poem written by Chaucer, stops in the most
puzzling manner:

I herde a gret noyse withalle (as well)

In a corner of the halle,

Ther men of love-tydinges tolde,

And I gan thiderward beholde (look that way);

For I saugh rennyng every wight

As faste as that they hadden might (they were able),
And everych cried, “What thing is that?’

And somme sayde, ‘I not never what (I’ve no idea).
And whan they were alle on an hepe (in a heap),
Tho behynde begunne up lepe,

And clamben up (climbed up) on other faste,

And up the nose and yén kaste,

And trodden fast on others heles,

5. See, for instance, the way in which authority is contested by Chaucer’s
offering of a heterglossic reading (Virgil-Ovid) of the story of Dido and Aeneas
1 The House of Fame. For a discussion of Chaucer's multiple source texts for this
;P.“sqgc. see Minnis, Shorter Poems, 184-201: for a specific discussion on this
m I.Euous_readmg. see MeGerr, Chaucer’s Open Books, 66-67.

| 6 This is particularly true of The Parliament of Fowls, with the double irreso-
ton of the mateless aristocratic birds and the unsatisfied narrator which would
te pleasurable discussion following the hearing of the poem.
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And stampen, as men doon aftir eles (when catching eels).

Atte laste y saugh 2 man, . .
Which that y nevene nat ne kan (can’t identify);
But he semed for to be

A man of gret auctorite. .. (HF 2141-58)

Whatever the reasons might have been for Qhagcer t(})li:)r:négcgz
text to a standstill, so that it ceases to be vo1ceh at s spwS A
m‘omcut after the word ‘auctorite’ is pronounced,‘t e ?:51 o s
a series of resonating thoughts about tl.lc:.poe.mslfo:lled i Hoﬁsé
After all, when climbing towards the building itse hi o s g
of Fame, the narrator realizes that tbe rol-ck- on wf t}ie Al thé
built is made up of ice, and that the inscriptions © Pk i
great authors written down on thg.a side most expos? o e s
thawed beyond repair or rch)gt.litx‘on.nl;iledis;rgu,cﬁz: e 1Oggical iy

ne expressed in its 'co
tmh;ii’:: gé id;)roccgs which is.. central to all aspeclzts ic;f:; 1th:n (;e);ts, Ilt
brings destabilization of the literary m?de to ta , ogefore the, i
becomes silent after the use of the wprd a}lcto}rll e’. sfore e el
structural disintegration, it is one of its major themes, €Xp

the thawing metaphor:

I al the half ygrave (slope inscribed)
.\?’:?hsi'rn%};us folkes names fele (with many names of),
That had iben in mochel wele (great prosperity),
And her fames wide yblowe (widespread).

But wel unnethes (scarcely at all) koude I knowe
Any lettres for to rede
Hir names by; for, out of drede,
They were almost ofthowed (thawed away) so
That of the letters oon or two

e away of every name, .
\ngasunmfca)irtlous vZas woxe (had become? hir fame.
But men seyn, ‘What may ever laste?’ (HF 1136-47)

Even in its disintegrating state, T;Iw H;mise ojA']i:thil;s ;ﬂl{;f\;ﬁ;i
1 ieval authors: : , Plato, .

enc'eci It-(I) theaer Cé‘zsili; rjlihrr?,ev(\irriter of the Book of I}eve]anqn,)}?j&'f;
OlwI '(bong’y.fS) au‘thor of works on Jewish history, Bc;;: 0;_:
phus f)qres and ISyctis, Lollius, Guido delle Colonuf:. G__eo ;:arcf?
l]i)da;lr:fr‘mu‘th, and the poet Lucan. So much name dropping 1:: iiucef.’s';
of in Chaucer’s other writings; sufﬁcel perhaPs to me:]?;eiing i
reshaping of Boccaccio’s Il Filostrato into his own ©
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love-affair between Troilus and Crisseida in his Troilus and Criseyde,
with no acknowledgement made to either the Italian text I Filostrato
or to its author Boccaccio. Another first in The House of Fame is the
use of Chaucer’ first name, ‘Geffrey’ (HF 729), for the naming of the
narrator. This first name is used nowhere else in his oeuvre 7, and also
nowhere else 1s Chaucer’s persona placed in such close proximity to
the authoritative figures of the past. At a point later on in the poem,
Geffrey’s attention is distracted from the spectacle of the court of
Fame by an unknown intruder who asks him about his own relation-
ship with, and search for, Fame. Geffrey then. replies:

‘Nay, for sothe, frend,’ quod y;

‘I cam noght hyder, graunt mercy (thanks very much),
For no such cause, by my hed (I swear)!
Sufficeth me, as I were ded,

That no wight have my name in honde.

I wot myself best how I stonde;

For what I drye, or what I thynke,

I wil myselven al hyt drynke,

Certeyn, for the more part,

As fer forth as I kan myn art” (HF 1873-82)

With a good sense of humor the narrator superficially eludes a
question which, despite his attempts, remains a central feature of this
text, i.e. the relationship the author/narrator of The House of Fame
entertains with authority, the Latin tradition and the use of the ver-
nacular as historical and poetic medium.

Chaucer’s House of Fame, and several of his other compositions, beg
serious questions about the effect of their reception in their extant
form. Those questions are far more complex and deserve more atten-
tion than questions about what is authorial, editorial or scribal in the
versions in which they have been preserved up to now. Both in the cases
of Bach and Chaucer, the pieces as left to us reflect a high degree of
self-reflexivity about the form in which they are couched, and the fact
that they are left open, whether intentionally or not, suggests a further
refined, intense and overarching reflexive moment in both of them®.

7- ‘Chaucer’ is used once only, in the Introduction to ‘The Man of Law’s Tale’,

om one

e piece to another, opening his pieces, extracting and inserting, therefore
\.‘mg an

opus which the composer himself left open for musical scavenging.
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Following my brief consideration of the overall, overarching struc-
ture of The House of Fame, 1 want now to focus my attention on some
of its microscopic details, with a view towards arguing that concern
with form is also reflected in the way those details are confected in
this piece. 1 will focus my attention on the representation and use of
the vegetal world in The House of Fame, contrasting its use in this
poem with two other dream-vision poemis by Chaucer, The Book of
the Duchess and The Parliament of Fowls.

The vegetal world’s presence and significance as part of the dream-
vision poetry conventions is well attested in the numerous dream-
vision texts that preceded Chaucer’s own compositions. Le Roman de
la Rose, whose more than 300 extant manuscripts attest to its wide
popularity, became the model for dream-vision texts. As likely transla-
tor of at least 1700 of its lines, if not of the whole poem (22000 lines),
Chaucer knew the text from the inside and was familiar with its use
of the dream-vision conventions. Trees and flowers are part of the
larger ‘May setting’ convention which usually marks the beginning of
the dream, and which is a hallmark of almost all dream-vision poems:

That it was May me thought tho —,

It is fyve yer or more ago —

That it was May, thus dremed me,

In tyme of love and jolite,

That al thing gynneth waxen gay,

For ther is neither busk nor hay

In May that it nyl shrouded ben

And it with newe leves wren (cover).
These wodes eek recoveren grene,

That drie in wynter ben to sene,

And the erthe wexith proud withalle,
For swote dewes that on it falle,

And the pore estat forget

In which that wynter had it set.

And than bycometh the ground so proud
That it wole have a newe shroud,

And makith so queynt (elegant) his robe and faire
That it hath hewes an hundred payre

Of gras and flouris, ynde and pers,

And many hewes ful dyvers —

That is the robe I mene, iwys,

Through which the ground to preisen is. (RR 49-79)
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M:;enzj:a.l 31’.1{.'1 re%eneration mark those spring — more particularly,
— beginnings. In Chaucer, they often mark a sh i
the sombre mood of the narrator pri i Eilling ioep pon
: prior to his falling aslee h

in contrast to the Spring openin 1 A

: g of the reverdie and so
l){;lcs whe:;:: the (;Jarrator’s mood is congruent with the ‘gﬁlist;ciﬁz
vibrancy observed in the world of nature at this t
The Book of the Duchess, the fi ision b0 o

ss, irst dream-vision poem writt
(}jlhapccr, the narrator 1ptr0duccs his material by complaininlg Tboz):
tti 1ns?1mrﬁ1i: st:11te which he has suffered for the last eight years, a
state which he claims to be due to an unspeci i 1 :

. pecified illness. As in T
Par(lil.ament ofFowls., The .Book of the Duchess makes reference tombo:l:
refa ;;g ;s a sleep-inducing activity. The dreamer/narrator of this part
of e Book of .the Duchess is led by a whelp into a clearing chafac
terized by the lively growth of its grass and flowers: )

And I hym folwed, and hyt forth wente

Doun by a floury grene wente (path)

Ful thikke of gras, ful softe and swete.

With floures fele (many), faire under fete

And litel used; hyt semed thus, ,

For both Flora and Zephirus,

They two that make floures growe,

Had mad her dwellynge ther, I trowe;

For it was, on to beholde, ’

As thogh the erthe envye (contend) wolde )
To be gayer than the heven,

To have moo floures, swiche seven (seven times as many)
As in the welken sterres bee. (BD 397-409) “

A . I
ttention to the vegetal word is striking in this text, with further

attention Pald to tlle paIthulaI arr. o] t
iy angement fglgan 1C trees 1n the

Hyt ys no nede eke for to axe

g/rhte}:i l(('\lzlhether)hthere were many grene greves (branches),

e ; eVere (or whether the branches were thick on) of trees, so ful of leves;
y tree stood by hymselve ’

Fro other wel ten foot or twelve —

So grete trees, so huge of strengthe,

(C)lt; ff::u;t?[ ;:r fifty fadme (ﬁti_nom) lengthe,

i .cmpp:: t(::: rlz)c\;:;g];or stikke (twig on the trunk),

They were nat an ym':hcc:s:::‘spdst):rbfo e and cke a5 thildke -

That hit w
at hit was shadewe overal under (everywhere beneath). (BD 416-26)
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Abundance and neat arrangement of the trees symbolize perfection
in the pre-romantic period?. These lines, an echo of Le Roman de la
Rose (1363-84), perhaps set the tone for the idealized portrait of a lady
which a man in black describes later on to the dreamer/narrator on
the occasion of their brief encounter.

The narrator of The House of Fame seems from the start to want to
shatter the comfortable conventions of dream-vision poetry. The
dream setting, so important to the narrative, is put into question by
his questioning of the dream categories which Macrobius circulated
to the West in his commentary on Cicero’s Dream of Scipio™®. Else-
where in the Chaucerian corpus narrators show competent familiar-
ity with the different dream categories: they make an important con-
tribution to some of the finest hermeneutic moments in Chaucer’s
oeuvre. But here in The House of Fame, the initial questioning of the
validity of the dream categories destabilizes the premises necessary for
any constructive debate. This initial subversive quality contributes
importantly to the self-reflexivity of the text previously discussed in
the first part of this paper.

Deviation from established literary norms bespeaks a strong autho-
cial claim. Summer or, more specifically, May-morning, beginnings
are conventional to most dream-vision poems, even in the non-
courtly dream poem like Piers Plowman and the courtly-influenced
but religious poem Pearl". In The House of Fame instead the change
of date is signposted twice in the space of a few lines:

For never sith that I was born,

Ne no man elles me beforn,

Mette, I trowe stedfastly,

So wonderful a drem as I

The tenthe day now of Decembre,
The which, as I kan now remembre,
I wol yow tellen everydel.

9. See Chaucer’s Dream Poctry, 7. For a study of medieval gardens and
Chaucer’s garden in The Book of The Duchess, see L. L. Howes, Chaticer’s Gardens
and the Language of Convention, Gainesville-Tallahassee 1997, 15-54-

1o. For an Enghsh version, see Macrobious, Commentary on the Dream of Scipio,
tr. W. H. Stahl, New York 1952.

t1. The narrator in Pearl sets the moment of falling asleep in August, whereas
the marrator in William Langland’s Piers Plowman makes initial reference to the
sumimer season, before speaking more specifically about May five lines further. See
The Poeits of the Pearl Manuseript: Pearl, Cleanness, Paticnee, Sir Gawain and

The Vision of Piers Plowman, ed. A.V. C. Schmidt, London, 1978,
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Of Decembre the tenthe day,

Whan hit was nyght to slepe I lay

Ryght ther as I was wont to done,

And fil on slepe wonder sone,

As he that wery was forgo (was all exhausted)

On pilgrymage myles two

To the corseynt (the shrine of) Leonard,

To make lythe (soft, easy) of that was hard. (HF 59-118)

Not only have the listener/reader assumptions about the nature of
dreanli as a whole, and hence dream reports, been put into serious
question, but the genre in which those dreams are reported is ironi-
cally and deviously handled here. Whatever 10 December may signify,
it overtly avoids the conventional spring setting which usuall gcall;
for the panegyric of the world of nature, vegetal and animal IZ The
reference to the more sober qualities of December, a time WhCI.l the
vegetal world is in a state of dormition, points tc’) a subtle under-
st.apding and dfemonstration of skillful artistic handling of the dream-
vision conventions.

Havi.ng avoided a description of the natural world with a Decem-
ber setting, the narrator of The House of Fame dreams about the tem-
ple of Venus in which he will see and read the story of Dido and
Aeneasl.3. That the temple is made of glass bespeaks its immaterial
nature, its insubstantiality, and is therefore a prefiguration of the
unstable nature of the foundation of another architectural buildin
the house. of fame, which is made up of ice. The general picture thi
the text aims to convey is by now, I hope, largely clear: in its dialogic
exchange with convention and tradition, The House of Fame makes
absence (be it of conventional setting, authorities, authorial figures
structural frame) its principal object of investigation. By doing tghat i;
also questions the ways in which a text can manoeuvre its wa
th.r01'1gh Western medieval culture without being strongly anchoreg
within a tradition. The latter is not fully endorsed by the text which

mnfi;r;gl:‘; di‘rscs:llfs'ion .'lbt:}.llt the possible meaning of 10 December, see L. D. Ben-
anil Shorter pO\ e-Tydynges” in Chaucer’s House of Famer, in Chancer’s Dream Visions
by Dé{ﬁ.f, r:c!,W'. Quinn, New York-London, 1999, 221-41. '
e -andrnauuzj:us;s;:nsabso(u:bChaucEr's {;:a!:rceprmn of the interaction between
il ; 5. Stanbury, «EcoChaucer: Green Ethi iey
Natures, The Chaucer Review 39 (2004), 1-16. ’ S s Mediewd
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therefore places itself in a position of creative instability. After the
enriching visit in the Temple of Glass, the narrator finds himself in the
following setting:

When [ out at the dores cam,

I faste aboute me beheld (gazed intently).
Then sawgh [ but (just) a large felde,

As fer (far) as that [ myghte see,

Withouten toun, or hous, or tree,

Or bush, or grass, or eryd (cultivated) lond;
For al the feld nas but of sond (was just sand)
As smal (fine) as man may se yet lye (still see lying)
In the desert of Lybye.

Ne no maner creature (kind of being)

That ys yformed be (created by) Nature

Ne sawgh I, me to rede (advise) or wisse (direct me). (HF 480-91)

The passage is unequivocal about what it aims to describe, i.e. 2
desert landscape, like the one of ‘the desert of Lybye'. But the way in
which it suggests this absence of all vegetal life (and also animal and
human life) is conveyed with implicit reference to the luxurious veg-
etation of the landscapes and gardens of the traditional dream-vision
poems. Scholars have debated the various implications of the descrip-
tion of this barren landscape ™. Considering the larger structural
premises of this poem, which I have tried to draw in parallel with
Bach’s Art of the Fugue, I believe the passage points to a new literary
‘spaciousness’ which the narrator Geffrey opens up for this dream-
vision poem'S. It is a space which allows for constant dialogue with
tradition and conventions*®, This particular moment in fashioning a
barren landscape does not in my view bespeaks authorial disillusion-

t4. See Chaucer’s Dream Poetry, 145

15. In that respect T offer a view that does not oppose the desert landscape to
the one of the vegetal world, so that I do not want to draw a dichotomy between
the sterility of the desert landscape against the fecundity of the vegetal, natural
world, as found for instance in Alan of Lille’s D¢ planety paturae and the circle of
the violent in Dante’s Inferne. See Alan of Lille, The Plaint of Nature, tr. ]. ]. Sheri-
dan, Toronto 1980; see Dante, The Divine Comedy: Inferno, t. J. D. Sinclair, New
York te61. For books discussing Nature's role in medieval culture, see G. D
Economou, The Goddess Natura in Medieval Literature, Notre Dame, Indiana 20025
H. White, Nature, Sex, and Goodness in a Medieval Literary Tradition, Oxford z000; B:
Newman, God and the Goddesses: Vision, Poetry and Belief in the Middle Ages:
Philadelphia zo03.

16. T am grateful to Valerie Allen for having pointed out the way in which my
interpretation of the barren landscape moves away from more traditional readings-
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ment with this speci.ﬁc literary genre, but is rather the premise for a

n(ilv?/ }sltart, the creation of a new landscape still to come, one into
2 0 H R .

which Chaucer’s creative energies will find room for inscription®”

The alignment of Chaucer’s House of Fame with Bach’s Art of th
Ft{gue mak,es a daring authorial claim for The House of Fame.Yet, eve X
if Qeffrey s keeping company with some of the great cla.ssica,l a g
me.dleyal authors must be read comically and ironically, the autho I'11
claim is perhaps not that far-fetched. One difference W};ich shouldr;)a
noted bc?tween those two marvellous artistic productions, as a wa ef
Foncludmg Fhis paper, is the self-derision and humor of t1:1e ChauZei')—
ian c’om.posmon, especially present in Book Two and Three, which
Bach’s piece lacks. This creates a piece which, in addition to i,ts elab
F)rate exploration and possible subversion of the dream-vision genr )
is permeated by a strong sense of human limitations. The manfi; ulae,
tion of .the vegetal world against the expectations set up b litzrar_
conventions, alongside the structural instability of the piece }i,tself an?i’
th.e most significant architectural composition it describes, co
tr.lk')utes to the creation of a piece that, although not cut off fro’m trZ—
dltlon'al topoi, intentionally misaligns itself in order to partici at;
experimentally in the opening of new horizons for literary creati\F:ity

17. Th 1 i i
a]]m-.?rs an:']:-; s;iiz:a]: ;i;;:;:elgkplg]:: of re_]gverf: tmbn and purification, one which

: ike ist and other biblical fi -

e LS, al figures, to reflect u
e thg :!:;gti':agt 3_nt:i“ Life v\{lth a set of new values. [ believe that Chaucer bEO?:
o ]itetar\; ﬁ orica potential of rhc_dcscrt to formulate his own views about

y beginning. For a broad discussion of the desert- wilderness image
1

see J Le Gofl. o ! .
1985, 4?_‘59‘9 » The Medieval Imagination, tr. A. Goldhammer, Chicago-London
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