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Chaucer’s Legendary Good Women

Chaucer’s Legend of Good Women is a testament to the disparate views of women
prevalent in the Middle Ages. Dr Percival contends that the complex medieval
notion of Woman informs the structure of the poem: in the Prologue Chaucer
praises conventional ideas of female virtue, while in the Legends he shows a
humorous scepticism, apparently influenced by contemporary antifeminist
traditions. The debate Chaucer thus promotes could be relied on to entertain
many medieval readers, while at the same time it demonstrates the power of the
vernacular translator/poet to handle language wittily and to play with the august
texts of the past. This is a comprehensive account of the Legend’s interpretative
puzzles, which does not ignore the element of political writing, and adds to a
close and nuanced reading of the text an examination of literary, historical and
social contexts.

Dr Florence Percival’s special interests, apart from Chaucer, are in the field of
Arthurian literature, in particular the Tristan legend and Sir Thomas Malory.
She is at present collaborating on an annotated bibliography of Middle English
Bible translations.
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This series of critical books seeks to cover the whole area of literature written in
the major medieval languages — the main European vernaculars, and medieval
Latin and Greek — during the period c. 1100—1500. Its chief aim is to publish and
stimulate fresh scholarship and criticism on medieval literature, special emphasis
being placed on understanding major works of poertry, prose, and drama in
relation to the contemporary culture and learning which fostered them.
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Note on the text

I refer to the two Prologues to the Legend of Good Women as Prologue F
and Prologue G, or simply F and G, especially when prefacing line
numbers. LGW is sometimes used before line numbers, if it is not
otherwise clear that the lines are from the Legend of Good Women.

[ often use ‘the Legend’ as an abbreviation for the Legend of Good
Women as a whole, but an unitalicised use of ‘Legend’ refers to a story
in the poem’s tale collection, one of the Legends of good women, e.g.,
‘Legend of Cleopatra’.

Chaucer sometimes uses spellings for the names of the heroines and
heroes of his Legends which differ from the generally accepted spellings
of these characters from mythology. Where this is the case, I use
Chaucer’s spellings to refer to his characters, and the usual spellings for
other versions of the classical stories; thus Phillis and Demophon are
the protagonists of Chaucer’s tale, but Phyllis and Demophoon refer to
Ovid’s characters.
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