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Introduction
“[I]s not ‘woman’ ultimately just the name for a distortion or inflection of the male discourse? Is
not the spectre ‘woman-in-herself’, far from being the active cause of this destruction, rather its
reified-fetishized effect?” - Slavoj Žižek, Courtly Love, or Woman as Thing
Exploring systemic, gendered power dynamics and inequalities for women within
medieval Matters of Rome, France, and Britain Romances is essential to understanding realworld sociopolitical power structures and female gender roles. Diverging from most previous
scholarship in my use of critics as well as in my interpretation of Criseyde and Guinevere as
protagonists, my argument examines how scholars would laud the heroic bravery of Geoffrey
Chaucer’s Criseyde and Sir Thomas Malory’s Guinevere if they were male heroes, yet because
of the narrative conventions of medieval Romance, Courtly Love, Chivalry, and the Antifeminist
Traditions, these fictive women are seen as the destroyers of Troy and Camelot, respectively. My
work examines how medieval texts construct female characters, which shows how modern-day
critics (subconsciously) misread Chaucer’s and Malory’s social critiques of gender dynamics.
This work seeks to understand these misinterpretations in order to uncover how gender politics
function today as a result of these literary and historical legacies. Both Chaucer and Malory use
female protagonists to interrogate the gender politics of their own respective medieval societies,
showing in literature how sociopolitical female gender dynamics within Romance conventions as
well as Chaucer’s and Malory’s contemporary societies restrict and confine real women. Thus,
Chapters One and Two study Criseyde’s and Guinevere’s respective constructions in order to
show how patriarchal societies, including literary criticism, create, gender, and police women in
Romance, medieval and contemporary societies.
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Critical Gender Issues
In order to assess how the genre conventions of both the Matter of Rome, Matter of
France, and Matter of Britain Romances, as well as the Antifeminist Tradition impact medieval
female characters’ constructions, I use Judith Butler’s theories of gender identity. Butler argues
that social and literary cultures construct, encode, and interpret gender as a sociopolitical artifact:
If gender is constructed, could it be constructed differently, or does its constructedness
[sic] imply some form of social determinism, foreclosing the possibility of agency and
transformation? [. . .] When the relevant ‘culture’ that ‘constructs’ gender is understood
in terms of [. . .] a set of laws, then it seems that gender is as determined and fixed as it
was under the biology-is-destiny formulation. In such a case, not biology, but culture
becomes destiny. (8; 10-11)
Further, the interplay between female portrayals and systemic politics is “controversial” because
representation aims to increase women’s political and legal prominence, yet depictions often
negatively skew presumptions of truth regarding women (Butler 2). Considering the prevalent
sociopolitical phenomenon in which media and literature propagate harmful beliefs about
women, or entirely neglect to represent female characters, the disproportion of genuine female
voices to their male counterparts in medieval Romance illustrates an essential point (2).
Although Feminist Theory is a twentieth century invention, Butler’s interrogation of real-world
identity politics, power dynamics, and the social construction of gender applies to fiction through
Geoffrey Chaucer’s reimagining of Criseyde and Sir Thomas Malory’s reinterpretation of
Guinevere because both characters are sociopolitical literary fabrications. The lack of realistic
female portraits in many medieval Romances parallels Luce Irigaray’s idea that the feminine
“‘sex’ is a point of linguistic absence[;]” thus, this absence is an enduring and fundamental
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misconception within “masculinist discourse” (80-82; Butler 2). It is necessary to examine the
power dynamics and female gender expectations within two medieval Romances, Chaucer’s
Troilus and Criseyde, which Chapter One will discuss, and Malory’s Le Morte Darthur, which
Chapter Two explores. First, this introduction will analyze the medieval narrative conventions
found within Matter of Rome, Matter of France, and Matter of Britain Romances, respectively,
because these traditions directly affect how medieval writers (e.g., Chaucer and Malory)
construct female portraits.

Medieval Romance Genre Conventions
The three medieval Romance subgenres (the Matters of Rome, France, and Britain,
respectively) each carry unique literary conventions, yet all three share Chivalric and Courtly
Love customs despite the fact that they occur in various locations, time periods, and literary
traditions. According to Barbara Fuchs, medieval Romance is different from “Eros” or “the
Romantic” (5; 37). Chivalry, Courtly Love, and the unprecedented leisure time of the twelfth
century result in new medieval Romance storytelling conventions with ideological force (21).
Barber explains that tournaments and Courtly Love do not convey “real love and real war[;]”
instead, “matters of life and death have become mere games for an idle moment” (21). Even so,
Romances are rife with interpretive potential and power to subvert hegemonic sociopolitical
ideologies. Thus, medieval readers examine aristocracies, black-and-white morality, the
incongruous pairings of warfare and love, and literary conventions (Fuchs 40). Through literature
and criticism, medieval and contemporary readers are able to question the living conditions and
underrepresentation of minorities (e.g., women and slaves) who repeatedly contend with violence
and the loss of freedom through fate rather than from their own faults (Cooper 29). Geoffrey
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Chaucer and Sir Thomas Malory construct female characters who conform to or subvert
medieval Romance conventions (i.e., that women are cowardly and passive or salacious and
duplicitous). By analyzing this construction, one sees the double standard of gender politics
within medieval Romance conventions that restrict women, as well as how critics respond to
these portraits of female characters.
To interrogate biases, one must note how fictional women navigate obstacles that are
analogous to knights’ quests. While trials in Matters of Rome, France, and Britain Romances
define a (typically male) protagonist within Courtly Love and Chivalry, critics often overlook
fictive women’s journeys. A quest is a set of experiences challenging a hero’s perspectives,
humours, desire, and virtues. Protagonists are brave, protective, and strive toward becoming
exemplary in some way (e.g., in strength, prowess, spirituality, or a combination of these).
Romances are episodic and unpredictable to further plotlines indefinitely, so protagonists (and
readers) have little idea what the purpose of a quest is until it ends. Female protagonists’
character arcs and ordeals are unique, however, because Romance plots situate women as the
love objects of male antagonists; thus, women use cleverness, quick thinking, and bravery to
actively safeguard their virtue, reputations, and lives. While knights’ quests are symbolic, female
protagonists’ journeys are also abstract, but in different ways because of their surroundings and
sociopolitical roles. Strangely, medieval Romances rarely cast women heroically; instead, they
are “evil personified” and “feminized” antagonists (78).
Romances idealize discipline, abstinence, and adulterous, unavailable courtly ladies.
Chivalric and Courtly Love Romance characters fall in love with hazardous results: men are cast
as heroes and women as opponents, establishing desire as a problem that protagonists must
disregard or destroy. These binaries promulgate negative beliefs, establishing one’s group’s
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dominance and creating the Other by dividing individuals in terms of gender, religious beliefs,
the colonized and the colonizers, etc. For example, noble knights quest for military and amorous
exploits, whereas Romances link women with “treacherousness and erotic enchantment[,]” even
women who follow most or all social mores (10). Due to Chivalry and Courtly Love, Romances
encode dangers as female because a male hero’s desire can divert or ruin his story arc, damaging
his character. Troilus and Criseyde and Le Morte Darthur are examples of how patriarchal
societies create obstacles that negatively impact women’s heroic journeys. This directly relates to
how Chaucer’s construction of Criseyde subverts typical Matter of Rome conventions. Malory’s
reinterpretation of Guinevere explores issues of female agency within the Matter of France and
Matter of Britain Romances. Criticism often overlooks Criseyde’s and Guinevere’s heroism, so
the following chapters first analyze that heroism, and then explore how patriarchal societies
create, gender, and police female autonomy and gender dynamics within Troilus and Criseyde
and Le Morte Darthur, respectively.

The Matter of Rome
Romances in Antiquity occur within the Classical world (i.e., Greece or Rome), and are
therefore known as the Matter of Rome. By translating texts from Greek or Latin into vernacular
languages (e.g., Old French and Middle English, etc.), medieval writers decipher and recode
Classical concepts into their respective societies. This is known as translatio studii et imperii, the
transmission of power and knowledge from one empire to another through violent imperialism
(Cooper 51). While set in Greco-Roman worlds, these tales embody medieval social mores of
Chivalry and Courtly Love. Thus, Romances of Antiquity invite readers to question the beliefs
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and values of the fictional and historical societies they portray, offering insight about how one’s
own contemporary society treats women.

The Matter of France
Old French chansons de geste in the twelfth century inspire Matter of France Romances,
which are set in medieval France and extend through the fifteenth century. According to Helen
Cooper, Matter of France Romances diverge from epic narratives because they use vernacular
French instead of Latin (25). Evolving medieval sociopolitical issues and religious views result
in literary shifts, such as protagonists with rich interior struggles and spiritual growth. Medieval
societies focus on one’s personal, inner relationship with the Christian God, placing the onus of
responsibility for virtue and guilt on the individual. Thus, Matter of France Romance quests are
metaphorical, focusing on characters’ ethical, moral, and spiritual progress throughout quests
rather than expeditions through physical terrain. Achieving medieval virtues is difficult, which
supports the ongoing episodic frame as well as the concept that one must continually work hard
while maintaining one’s honor, reputation, ethics, and morality as one strives toward one’s goals.
According to Caroline Walker Bynum, protagonists’ final objectives are to accomplish the roles
society prescribes and to evolve into the best versions of their “virtuous selves” because the
“hero or heroine of secular literature grows into or unfolds rather than replaces a self” (30). The
following chapters rely on these definitions of Courtly Love and chivalric virtues, which I argue
apply differently among female protagonists within the Matter of Rome, Matter of France, and
Matter of Britain.
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The Matter of Britain
While drawing on Matter of Rome and Matter of France Romance conventions via
translatio studii et imperii, Matter of Britain Romances are set within Great Britain, occur within
the Arthurian world, and flourish from the twelfth century onward through the sixteenth century.
In the Matter of Britain, knights constantly strive toward lofty virtues, pledge loyalty to ladies,
and battle to prove their worth within the patriarchal systems of Chivalry and Courtly Love. The
practice of virtue in trials is a ubiquitous medieval Romance trope, yet most protagonists do not
understand a quest’s significance until the story closes. Therefore, Romances illustrate the
tensions of pursuing one’s ideals and philosophies (e.g., being a hyperbolic protagonist) in
practice. The protagonists’ inevitable mistakes teach lessons that one only gains through
experience, not flawless beliefs. Most critics rightly equate these values with male Romance
protagonists, yet too many scholars overlook how fictive women also embody these ideals in
different ways than their male counterparts. This is due to the misogynistic idea of gendering
spaces (i.e., exterior locales are masculine and interior locations are feminine), yet women’s
symbolic journeys are no less heroic, especially considering medieval Romances’ focus on the
individual. The following chapters discuss Chaucer’s Criseyde and Malory’s Guinevere, whose
narrative arcs also can be understood in these terms and whose character constructions explore
female gender dynamics within the Antifeminist Tradition.

The Antifeminist Tradition
Literary women mirror the societies that create them, revealing what gender dynamics
past cultures value and police while portraying the living conditions of historical women
(Blamires 28-30). One example of medieval hegemonic discourse is the Antifeminist Tradition,
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which differs from definitions of post-modern femininity, contemporary female gender roles, and
Feminist Theory. While today’s critics may recognize the logical fallacy that a gender binary
creates, there exists in medieval Literature the idea that each gender must follow particular
“natural” characteristics (11-15). The often misogynistic tendency to create supposedly universal
or “essential” depictions of women was “a standard topos” of the Middle Ages (26-29; 32). For
example, R. Howard Bloch explains: “Woman [. . .] is posited as the opposite of the truth”
because misogynistic traditions link her with “rhetoric, the art of persuasion that, by the
thirteenth century, was synonymous with poetics” (17). Debates about medieval women, legally
the property of men, are known as the “querelle des femmes” or “the Question of Women”
(Forni). These discriminatory attitudes spill into written realms with satires deriding female
characters in favor of male counterparts. According to Bloch:
The ritual denunciation of women constitutes [. . .] a cultural constant, reaching back to
the Old Testament as well as to Ancient Greece and extending to the fifteenth century.
Found in Roman tradition, it dominates ecclesiastical writing, letters, sermons,
theological tracts, discussions and complication of canon law; scientific works, as part
and parcel of biological, gynecological, and medical knowledge; and philosophy. (1)
Many problematic literary accounts showcase the “natural” character of women, yet depict
“‘male expectations of what [a woman] is or ought to be’ [. . .] that she exists to provide sexual
solas for the male” (Blamires 12). According to Bloch, antifeminist or misogynistic literature
highlights beauty and silence as primary virtues for women, thus suppressing in women allegedly
masculine traits such as honesty and intellectual curiosity (15-19). This illustrates the concept of
woman-as-decoration, as though ladies are inanimate objects, synonymous with ornamentation
(15-19). The Antifeminist Tradition is so ubiquitous that Alcuin Blamires states: “Western
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cultural history discloses no matching ‘case’ for men: they have not hitherto needed one” (1).
Aristotle asserts: “Silence is a woman’s glory” while Juvenal writes: “wives shouldn’t try to be
public speakers; they shouldn’t use rhetorical devices; they shouldn’t read all the classics—there
ought to be some things women don’t understand” (Dinshaw 18-19). While garish to modern
audiences, the Antifeminist Tradition illustrates how medieval societies disproportionately
circulate and police knowledge according to gender, raising questions of identity politics in
history and in fiction.

Courtly Love’s Female Gender Dynamics and Constraints
Matter of France Romances inspire many later Matter of Britain Romances, and both of
these medieval traditions draw heavily from the seminal code of behavior within Andreas
Capellanus’ Art of Courtly Love. In the late twelfth century, Capellanus explains the historical
and literary customs of Courtly Love, noting that medieval men “thought that they had [Ovid’s]
approval for the dictum that the best partner in a love affair is another man’s wife” (5). Many
Matter of France and Matter of Britain Romances follow the dictates of Courtly Love
conventions. As an art form, love abides by guidelines. For example, lovers, newly enlisted in
Cupid’s army, grow “pale,” “thin,” and “sleepless;” further, “one cannot love one’s own wife but
must love the wife of some other man, so of necessity the affair must be kept secret; love cannot
exist apart from jealousy” (Capellanus 6-7). Capellanus’s work clarifies for contemporary
readers the specific female roles and gender dynamics to which medieval women (whether
fictional or historical) must conform.
Religious matters further complicate Courtly Love’s rules for women. For example,
religious observations are signs of women’s aristocratic manners, thus reinforcing standard
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medieval sociopolitical mores. Capellanus conflates Courtly Love with religious or divine love,
regardless of whether it is explicitly Catholic or Greco-Roman within the Matter of France or
Matter of Rome Romances, respectively. Capellanus compares falling in love with military
enlistment, which shows the militant nature of both quests (27). This illustrates that “love is a
certain inborn suffering[,]” especially when it comes to female gender dynamics (Capellanus 28).
According to medieval conventions, love comes from Cupid and Venus; therefore, Courtly
Lovers are not to blame, such as in Tristian and Iseult.
Courtly Love’s rules apply differently to men and women. In Malory’s text, the double
standard within Courtly Love is prevalent when one compares Guinevere’s, King Arthur’s, and
Sir Launcelot’s respective critical reception. Courtly Love conventions often accuse women of
fickleness while their male counterparts fare better (Malory). Because of Antifeminist traditions
and Matter of Rome, France, and Britain conventions, many Romances metaphorically place
ladies on pedestals and then subsequently blame women for failing to meet idealized standards.
Manifold problems exist within Courtly Love for women. The Treatise on Courtly Love,
for example, instructs male lovers how to be gentlemen while describing women as passive love
objects whose hearts men seek to gain (Capellanus 28-29; 148-149). Capellanus describes the
lover using male pronouns, implying that women cannot be Courtly Lovers: “Love gets its name
(amor) from the word for hook (amus), which means ‘to capture’ or ‘to be captured’” (31). The
idea of differing gender expectations explains why Romances feature stereotypically male
knights and courtly lovers who quest to gain a conventionally feminine lady’s love. While there
are exceptions, many medieval Romances do not deviate from this narrative formula. Thus, there
exists a double standard for medieval women in terms of female gender dynamics and religion.
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Further, the Courtly Lady is an “abstract ideal” in many medieval Romances, which
removes all of her individuality. Female characters are meant to depict the quintessential nature
of women, yet too often “the feminine object is emptied of all real substance” (Žižek 2407).
Changing the Courtly Lady into a symbolic ideal is problematic because it “‘has nothing to do
with spiritual purification; rather, it [. . .] pertains to a cold, distanced, inhuman partner — the
Lady is by no means a warm, compassionate, understanding fellow-creature’” (Žižek 2407). As
the following chapters will show, this quote applies to Chaucer’s Criseyde and Malory’s
Guinevere, who critics censure for their coldness and their respective departures from medieval
literary and societal norms.
The ideal Courtly Lady problematically represents paragons of female behavior. Instead
of portraying historical women, the Courtly Lady operates within the Romance narrative as a
seemingly perfect culmination of patriarchal ideals. Critics of Courtly Love in Romance often
gender the female as the master and the male as the subject or object, yet in many Matter of
France Romances, there is a clear reversal of gender dynamics. Despite this, there is more
scholarship claiming that the typically male characters are protagonists while overlooking how
female characters also endure numerous trials (albeit of a different set, leading to manifold
narrative conventions and arcs). This concept is clearly seen in Malory’s and Chaucer’s narrative
constructions of Guinevere and Criseyde, respectively, because these female characters also
endure trials. Thus, the following chapters argue that Criseyde and Guinevere are both different
kinds of medieval Romance heroes.
The genre conventions of Matter of France and Matter of Britain Romances, in concert
with Courtly Love’s rules, explain the behaviors and motivations of Chaucer’s Criseyde and
Malory’s Guinevere. Readers see this link within the traditions of Matter of France and Matter of
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Rome Romances, especially concerning protagonists, which have harmful implications for realworld female gender dynamics. Not only is there inherent violence in the system of Courtly
Love, but many Matter of France and Matter of Britain Romances regard Guinevere as a model
for women. While most critics focus on the generic structure of Matter of France and Matter of
Britain Romances, (i.e., repeatedly enduring trials fashions King Arthur and the Knights of the
Round Table into formidable heroes), I argue that the constant tests which Criseyde and
Guinevere face also place them on Hero’s Journeys. One explanation for this is that one’s quest
in the Matter of France and Matter of Britain Romances varies greatly according to the hero’s
gender. As Chapter Two explains, Launcelot and King Arthur endure trials of strength, whereas
Guinevere’s journey is more internal and abstract, and therefore focuses more on her spirituality
than on concrete feats of prowess.
By analyzing Chaucer’s and Malory’s respective constructions of Criseyde and
Guinevere, Romances appear increasingly problematic. For example, recent scholarship details
how medieval Romance conventions dictate episodic scenes and test male characters in
masochistic ways. While many Matter of Rome, Matter of France, and Matter of Rome
Romances are read as unequal power dynamics between a female master and a male servant, this
concept overlooks how many narratives are sadomasochistic in their treatment of women whose
societies mandate their compliance; thus, many female characters’ situations closely resemble
servants’ living conditions, though upper-class women fare better than working-class women and
slaves do (e.g., Troilus and Criseyde, “Erec and Enide,” and Le Morte Darthur, etc.). More
disturbingly, fictive women are rarely seen as brave protagonists within the texts or in critical
reception, even though the trials that they undergo match or even surpass the stereotypically
male hero’s journeys. Instead, scholars too often brush aside the fictional women of many
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medieval Romances (including Guinevere and Criseyde) because they are regarded as love
objects or spiritual guides for the male protagonists. It is essential, therefore, to examine how
medieval Romance traditions (particularly the Matters of Rome, France, and Britain,
respectively) create and police female gender dynamics. Thus, Chapter One seeks to understand
why critical reception often accuses Chaucer’s fictive Criseyde of Troy’s collapse, and Chapter
Two interrogates the reasons why scholarship often blames Sir Thomas Malory’s Queen
Guinevere for Camelot’s fall.
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Chapter One
Criseyde’s Betrayal:
Gender Dynamics, Authorship, and Stoicism in Medieval Romance
“I am myn owene woman, wel at ese—
I thank it God — as after myn estat,
Right yong, and stonde unteyd in lusty leese,
Withouten jalousie or swich debat [. . .].”
– Criseyde (Book II, lines 750-753)
In Geoffrey Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde, devices beyond Criseyde’s control (e.g.,
medieval Romance conventions and critical reception) betray her. Academia often depicts
Criseyde as a deceptive adulterer, yet most scholarship neglects to examine how Chaucer’s
narrative uses interpretive potential to fashion her into a new type of Stoic protagonist. Taking as
a starting point that gender dynamics are sociopolitical constructs, this chapter argues that
Chaucer’s construction of Criseyde as a Boethian hero highlights the discriminatory portrayals
and treatment of women in medieval Romance in order to subvert conventional Antifeminist
female gender dynamics (e.g., that women are weak, passive, and irrational).

The Antifeminist Tradition and Issues of Truth
As the introduction describes, anything that Antifeminist scholars perceive as
problematic, inconstant, emotional, or corrupt within patriarchal discourse is described as female
and “fals” (Chaucer, Book V, lines 1275-1280). For example, Alcuin Blamires explains that the
countless accounts of “‘deceitful’ women” prove “the masculine subjectivity which dominates
books” (47). A prime example is Chaucer’s Criseyde, who is a steady, widespread “antifeminist
exemplum of the fickleness of woman” (Hansen 141). Throughout Troilus and Criseyde,
Chaucer’s narrator questions Criseyde’s “entente” to see whether she is “trewe” (Book IV, line
14

172). For medieval readers, a woman’s truth connotes her fidelity as a wife as well as her
virginal status before marriage. Carolyn Dinshaw explains: the primary issue in Chaucer’s works
is “the problem of [women’s] truth in love [. . .] her honesty, her fidelity[,] or her significant lack
of it” (8). In Troilus and Criseyde, Pandarus says to Criseyde:
And witteth wel that bothe two ben vices:
Mistrusten alle, or ells alle leve. [. . .]
For to trusten som wight is a preve
Of trouth; and forthi wolde I fayn remeve
The wrong conseyte, and do the som wight triste
Thi wo to telle, and tel me, if the liste. (Book I, lines 687-693)
This is problematic because “Men, of course, can be true,” and Chaucer also
problematizes “their truth or lack thereof [. . .]; but unlike a man’s fidelity, a woman’s truth in
love [. . .] constitutes her function within the structure of patriarchal society” (Dinshaw 7). Thus,
this chapter will explore Chaucerian criticism that argues Criseyde is “fals” because she
abandons Troilus (Book V, line 1247; Book V, lines 1275-1280).
While this chapter does not advocate for indiscretions within romantic relationships, it is
necessary to examine how the double standards between genders in medieval Romance result in
the social derision of women in literature and beyond. Many modern-day critics perceive
Criseyde as wavering and disloyal, highlighting how patriarchies subconsciously train scholars to
read representations of medieval women. D. W. Robertson calls Criseyde a “serpent” hiding
within her own “‘aungelik beaute[;]’” Criseyde’s appearance denotes “the temptation, the
invitation to pleasurable thought and subjection to Fortune” (15). Whether conscious or
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accidental, this reinforces discriminatory social practices where “men’s indiscretions are
shrugged aside while women’s are subjected to public inflation” (Blamires 32).
In response to previous readings, I argue Criseyde’s construction critiques medieval
female gender dynamics within Romances of Antiquity. Criseyde worries that Diomede and
future women will scorn her (Book III, lines 568-588; Book V, lines 974-987; lines 1051-1071;
lines 1086-1099). Criseyde’s astute fears are odd because she has Troilus’s best interests at heart:
“If I speke aught ayeyns youre hertes reste; / For trewely, I speke it for the beste [. . .]” (Book IV,
lines 1287-1288). After leaving the Trojans, Criseyde states: “If in the hondes of some wrecche I
fall, / I nam but lost, al be my herte trewe” (Book V, lines 705-707). Victoria Warren argues
Criseyde genuinely worries about how Troilus will endure their separation (Book IV, lines 695700; 793-795; Warren 3). Chaucer’s narrator states: “Men seyn — I not — that [Criseyde] yaf
[Diomede] hire herte” (Book V, line 1049). This leaves Criseyde’s commitments open for
interpretation. Still, many critics neglect when Criseyde is sent to the Greeks:
Ful redy was at prime Diomede
Criseyde unto the Grekis oost to lede,
For sorwe of which she felt hire herte blede,
As she that nyste what was best to rede.
And trewely, as men in bokes rede,
Men wiste nevere woman han the care,
Ne was so loth out of a town to fare. (Book V, lines 15-21)
Thus, Criseyde does not leave the Trojans from carelessness or a desire to pursue
Diomede. A prisoner of war in her own society, the Trojans trade her to the Greeks for Antenor;
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in this moment, Criseyde’s caring humanity emerges. The following section explores an
explanation for critics’ diverse readings of Criseyde.

Chaucer’s Interpretive Potential
To explain how Chaucer’s words inspire a wide range of analyses, I use the term
“interpretive potential.” Chaucer’s consistent hallmark is a talent for embedding multiple
meanings in word choices through connotations and irony, a talent which Sarah Baechle refers to
as “richly intertextual interpretive ambiguity” that encourages “further exploration” (248-249).
Similarly, Laura Howes remarks: “Chaucer is often his most critical of established social and
literary systems when he appears his most conventional” (12). As Kathryn Kerby-Fulton notes,
this allows audiences to pick the “correct answer for themselves” (Kerby-Fulton; Baechle 266).
As Baechle, Howes, and Kerby-Fulton demonstrate, Chaucer’s multivalent language illustrates
deception and the relativity of truth. Throughout this chapter, I refer to this as “interpretive
potential.” One example of this occurs in Book IV:
For how Criseyde Troilus forsook —
Or at the leeste, how that she was unkynde —
Moot hennesforth ben matere of my book,
As writen folk thorugh which it is in mynde.
Allas, that they sholde evere cause fynde
To speke hire harm! And if they on hire lye,
Iwis, hemself sholde han the vilanye. (Lines 15-21)
This passage is abundant with interpretive potential, showing how Chaucer’s fascinating
work supports a remarkably diverse variety of opinions. The phrase “for how Criseyde Troilus
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forsook” refers to Criseyde abandoning Troilus or, importantly, how Troilus abandons Criseyde
after their night together (Book IV, line 15). The perspective initially appears clear by stating
Criseyde is “unkynde,” yet this term is multivalent (Book IV, line 16). An initial explanation is
Criseyde’s cruelty, clarifying why Troilus “forsook” her. Alternately, one can interpret
“unkynde” to connote people who do not belong to the same type, social class, or have the same
nature. The term “vilanye” also has social class connotations, comparable to “churl,” or someone
who is working-class (Book IV, line 21). These terms highlight Troilus’s lofty sociopolitical
station. Thus, lines fifteen, sixteen, and twenty-one infer Troilus betrays Criseyde because she
belongs to a lower social stratum than he does, and so Chaucer’s narrator argues Troilus does not
fulfill medieval expectations of aristocratic noblesse. This exemplifies how one can construe the
narrator’s words in any number of ways.
Interpretive potential clarifies the impact of Criseyde’s education, contemplative nature,
and her awareness of her tenuous social position. This is clear in Criseyde’s self-reflections:
Ther is in love, som cloude is over that sonne.
Therto we wrecched women nothing konne,
Whan us is wo, but wepe and sitte and thinke;
Oure wrecche is this, oure owen wo to drynke.
Also thise wikked tonges ben so prest
To speke us harm; ek men ben so untrewe,
That right anon as cessed is hire lest,
So cesseth love, and forth to love a newe.
But harm ydoon is doon, whoso it rewe:
For though thise men for love hem first torende,
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Ful sharp bygynnyng breketh ofte at ende.
How ofte tyme hath it yknowen be
The tresoun that to women hath been do! (Lines 781-793)
Criseyde focuses on “wrecched women,” “wo,” and “wikked tonges” that “speke us
harm[,]” which illustrates her awareness of how Chivalric and Courtly Love gender dynamics
malign women (Book II, Lines 781-788). When Criseyde says “Oure wrecche is this, oure owen
wo to drynke,” her speech contains interpretive potential. To Criseyde, women are wretches
because they drink their own woe, causing readers to question whether Criseyde is drawn to
Troilus when she asks “who yaf me drynke?” or whether she knows that the inconstant affections
of a prince will further complicate her tenuous social position, therefore giving her another
metaphorical helping of woe (Book II, line 785; Book II, line 651). One’s reading of these small
moments deeply influences one’s interpretation of Criseyde, especially whether Criseyde is a
willing participant in her relationship with Troilus. Because of Chaucer’s use of interpretive
potential, I argue that discriminatory Romance conventions, social systems (i.e., the Trojan
patriarchy, Chivalry, and Courtly Love), and those around Criseyde (e.g., Pandarus and Troilus)
coerce and betray her, yet Criseyde navigates these situations as a traditional hero might. Her
unwillingness to enter a relationship with Troilus is apparent in her dialogue with Pandarus:
Ful dredfully tho gan she stonden stylle,
And took it [the letter] naught, but al hire humble chere
Gan for to change, and seyde, ‘Scrit ne bille,
For love of God, that toucheth swich matere,
Ne bring me noon; and also, uncle deere,
To myn estat have more reward, I preye,
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Than to his lust! What sholde I more seye?’ (Book II, lines 1128-1134)
Here Criseyde rejects Troilus’s advances and Pandarus’s aggressiveness, yet criticism
often overlooks her objections. Criseyde actively tries improving her situation, yet her agency
decreases because of social systems.
Analyzing the interpretive potential in Criseyde’s construction reveals the reincarnation
of patriarchal female gender dynamics within Classical texts into new Romances of Antiquity
during the Middle Ages. By declaring “O tonge” in the beginning of Book III, lines 302-315,
Pandarus refers to verbal storytelling traditions as well as the discourse and gossip that surround
“maydes” who lament: “‘Weilaway, the day that I was born!’” (Line 302-305). Pandarus admits
that, “for the more part, al is untrewe” because, to Pandarus, an “Avauntour and a lyere, al is on”
(Line 306-309). This allows Pandarus to pretend to keep secrets while revealing them; he is an
“avauntour at the leeste, / And lyere, for I breke my biheste” (Lines 314-315). Pandarus’s speech
highlights the deceptive verbal and literary practices of the Antifeminist Tradition that malign
women. Strangely, Criseyde’s academic reception is remarkably chastising even though the
poem does not censure her.

Criseyde’s Critical Reception
In order to interrogate the often discriminatory genre conventions within patriarchal
Courtly Love and Antifeminist Traditions (the introduction describes both), it is necessary to
examine how narratives such as Troilus and Criseyde quite literally construct women. Modern
theories help explain how the predominantly male patriarchal ruling class influences Criseyde’s
life. In response to Antifeminist readings, modern Feminist theories explain how Chaucer crafts
Criseyde into a critique of medieval female gender dynamics. Sundry modern scholars endeavor
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to correct the harmful Antifeminist Traditions that endure to the present. In Troilus and Criseyde,
Criseyde is often seen as the villain, yet Pandarus and Troilus are more wavering, emotional, and
corrupt (Warren 4). In this section, I review this double standard of medieval “truth” in
Chaucerian scholarship and explore how critics respond to Troilus and Criseyde.
In contemporary responses to medieval double standards, many scholars interrogate “the
working practices of Chaucer, his predecessors, contemporaries, and successors, along with their
relationships with scribes, patrons[,] audiences [. . .] [and] the European context of Chaucer’s
work” (McAvoy 3). For Liz McAvoy, modern criticism must question the “apparently different
and separate literary cultures” between men and women, which “constitute a hierarchical binary”
where “most [medieval] women’s writing needs to be seen as noncanonical” (3). Critics
endeavor to answer why (Aers 177-178; Behrman; Nair; Patterson 85). David Aers, for example,
notes that “in constructing Criseyde Chaucer was developing a social psychology which
comprised a profound contribution to the understanding of interrelations between [. . .] individual
responsibility[,] given social circumstances[,] and ideologies” (178) while Lee Patterson writes
that Criseyde possesses a “fatal weakness,” but so does “the constitution of the affair as a whole
[. . .]. Is the weakness of the private world of love then morally identical with (if not responsible
for) the weakness that brings down Troy?” (111); elsewhere, Mary Behrman posits Criseyde
regards herself “a bastion of strength” (324) while Sashi Nair argues “the incompatibility of
Boethian philosophy with the romance genre results in Criseyde’s exclusion from the poem’s
ending [. . .]. Criseyde’s absence from [the] problematic conclusion has tended to obscure her
Boethian pragmatism and the significance of her agency” (35). Most critics interpret Troilus as
the poem’s protagonist; Robertson, for example, spends his entire article analyzing Troilus.
Baechle describes Troilus and Criseyde as containing latent seeds of creativity that blossom in

21

later works: “The glosses in Troilus [are] an experimental first step towards the [. . .] elaborate
apparatus seen in the Canterbury Tales: deployed in a less fully realized manner [. . .] but with
the potential for [. . .] rich, hermeneutically ambiguous interplay” (267). This chapter will not
focus on these ubiquitous analyses. Instead, I investigate how Troilus and Criseyde’s narrative
uses dualistic language and irony to create, engender, and police knowledge and female
identities, which reveal how Criseyde’s society betrays her.
Many scholars’ traditional interpretations of Criseyde are problematic (Bloch; Grady;
Ker; Lambert; Robertson; Wetherbee). Often critics construe Criseyde as a victim or as the
poem’s antagonist, neither of which is especially empowering (Behrman 314). According to
Victoria Warren, past scholarship is “willing (sometimes even eager) to condemn the character
of Criseyde,” yet they read Troilus “sympathetically” (1). This is odd considering Troilus’s
reasons for pursuing Criseyde (e.g., she is not the shortest person in the crowd, and is likely a
woman). Winthrop Wetherbee focuses on Troilus’ positive qualities yet paints Criseyde as
“duplicitous [. . .] for she remains incapable of anything like the integrity or aspiration of
Troilus” (Robertson 34; Wetherbee 180). Alastair Minnis laments Criseyde is an “idol of
incontinence” to Troilus and “always needs a protector” (83-84; 86). Victoria Warren explains:
many scholars find difficulty in integrating “this subjective Criseyde” into the “objectified
Criseyde of Troilus’s text” (10). Robertson imagines Troilus as “a tragic hero,” overlooking that
Troilus is, at best, willfully ignorant that Pandarus prostitutes his own niece (Warren 5).
Robertson notices that Troilus solely focuses on Criseyde’s appearance, yet Robertson similarly
interprets Criseyde’s beauty as an open invitation to Troilus simply because Troilus’ gaze fixes
on Criseyde (15; Chaucer, Book I, lines 281-294). That is not the same thing as Criseyde
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consenting to a romantic liaison, even if the equally questionable tale of King David and
Bathsheba inspires Troilus and Criseyde (Blamires 38-40).
To Robertson, Criseyde is proud, manipulative, selfish, and willfully ignorant, causing
Troilus’s Hellish torment (22-32). Robertson describes Criseyde as one who “‘takes the easiest
path,’” a “‘gilded butterfly.’ Her beauty is sensuous beauty of the world and her fickleness is the
fickleness of Fortune” (34). There is the “even harsher judgment of Eugene Vance, who focuses
on the ‘slydynge’ of Criseyde’s courage, moralistically condemning her as lustful, dissolute, and
duplicitous” (Warren 1). These negative readings interpret Criseyde as a “terrifying,” “powerhungry,” “indomitable” female character who “emerges” as a “monstrous, near-masculine,
abomination” (Behrman 314; Cixoux 1097). When Chaucer’s narrator writes Criseyde will “wel
neigh starf for feere” because she is “the ferfulleste wight / that might be,” Minnis interprets
Criseyde as a coward, similar to Calchas (Book II, lines 449-451; Minnis 83-84). These readings
neglect to scrutinize how easily the patriarchy at war dictates Criseyde’s present and future (84).
Not all interpretations are as openly problematic. Some scholars champion Criseyde one
moment and then condemn her in the next. For example, Sarah Baechle describes Criseyde’s
contemplation of her suitors’ resources “in the context of Troilus alone [to be] perfectly
innocent,” yet considering the criticism Criseyde receives, her “decision to love Troilus and then
Diomede might appear mercenary” (263). Other well-meaning scholars portray Criseyde as a
victim, which is not exactly empowering. Angela Jane Weisl “views the hapless heroine as
‘invaded by male power,’ and Catherine Cox regards the consummation scene as tantamount to
rape” (Weisl; Cox). These critics fashion Criseyde as “an emblem of passive femininity whose
submissive nature makes her vulnerable to the machinations of ruthless men” (Mieszkowski
109–132). Behrman’s article propagates the idea that a lack of conventional feminine qualities
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automatically makes one stereotypically masculine, but this notion operates within a static
female-or-male binary and Butler’s work proves gender identity exists along a spectrum (Butler).
When critics (often unintentionally) restrict Criseyde’s agency or discard her motives, they
diminish Criseyde’s impact, altering her into “another example of the endlessly suffering woman
who must endure countless indignities at the hands of callous men” (Behrman 315). Audiences
need not demarcate Criseyde as a victim to “redeem her” (315).
In contrast, many writers subvert medieval Romance expectations that women are
passive, weak, and irrational (Aers 178; Baechle 249; Behrman; Blamires; Christine de Pizan;
Saunders 24; Warren). For example, an anonymous medieval writer in an era before the year
1290 states: “should a woman importuned by a lecher do wrong, don’t thrust forward your halfbaked logic claiming that all women… deserve disgrace” (Pickering 154-176). More recently,
Alfred David writes: Criseyde “‘is the stick that bends. . . The weakness, the flexibility of her
character paradoxically gives her the strength to survive[;]’” David Aers argues this
underestimates the skillful construction of Criseyde, which “involves a profound exploration of
the ways in which individual action, consciousness, and sexuality [. . .] are fundamentally related
to the specific social and ideological structures within which an individual becomes an
identifiable human being” (179). Blamires explains how Romances fashion harmful female
gender expectations: “to require chivalric protection trivializes her, incapacitates her as a
decorative object of exchange, and hence reinforces masculine supremacy” (11). Thus, one must
consider how hegemonic social systems limit Criseyde’s agency as a widow and her moments of
bravery and humanity.

24

Gender as a Sociopolitical Construct within Medieval Romance?
Classical Literature, the Antifeminist Tradition, and criticism are relevant to analyzing
Criseyde’s construction because: 1) medieval writers and scholars’ education heavily draws from
Classical Literature; 2) Criseyde does not defend herself against detractors; and 3) Troilus and
Criseyde follows the Matter of Rome subgenre conventions (Minnis 2). In Antifeminist readings
Criseyde is a villain, exemplifying the pervasive “‘power of women’ topos” (Behrman 314).
These tales depict conniving women destroying heroic men as a means of explaining why
women should not have sociopolitical power or sexual agency. In a moment of antifeminist
vigor, Gregory IX writes that a woman should be “ ‘enslaved’ by the [male] warrior” while “the
captive woman should be obedient and subject to the warrior, just as man should dominate
woman and spirit should dominate flesh” (Qtd in Dinshaw 24). In Chaucer’s work, Troilus calls
Criseyde his “sweete fo,” highlighting Troilus’ antagonistic view of their relationship (Book I,
line 874).
In order to appraise how Criseyde’s construction in a Romance of Antiquity represents
medieval women, I examine how the hegemonic Antifeminist Tradition engenders, maintains,
and censures identity politics and knowledge. The “male monopoly of writing and education” are
both essential to analyzing Criseyde’s construction within a Romance frame (Blamires 46-47). In
Book V, Chaucer’s narrator explains the Romance limitations for Troilus:
[I]f I hadde ytaken for to write
The armes of this ilke worthi man,
Than wolde ich of his batailles endite;
But for that I to writen first began
Of his love, I have seyd as I kan—
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His worthi dedes, whoso list hem heere,
Rede Dares, he kan telle hem alle ifeere [. . .]. (Lines 1765-1771)
This is important because, according to Gayle Margherita, a character’s “literary origins”
directly affect how narratives construct female gender roles (100). Criseyde’s construction
illustrates the “category of ‘women’” which, for Butler, “is produced and restrained by the very
structures of power through which emancipation is sought” (4). The main thematic obstacle
Criseyde faces is the question of truth, or fidelity. Criseyde’s problems are sociopolitical because
of patriarchal Courtly Love and Chivalry, and also linguistic because of the literary Antifeminist
canon, Romance conventions, and Chaucer’s narrator’s use of interpretive potential. When
Criseyde laments her future critical reception, the poem demonstrates she “cannot singlehandedly solve the problem of language and wield the power that would fuse word and deed,
wish and fulfilment” (Hansen 172). Despite this, many critics still accuse Criseyde as the catalyst
for Troy’s collapse, showing how scholars interpret heroism and bravery differently along
gender lines.
As a female character within the social systems of Chivalry and Courtly Love, Criseyde
illustrates Irigaray’s assertions that one definition of women does not fit all (Butler 13).
Irigaray’s theories explain why Criseyde’s construction is enigmatic; Criseyde is “indescribable”
and “unrepresentable” (Irigaray 80-82; Butler). Despite Chaucer’s narrator’s clever use of
interpretive potential, manifold critics do not scrutinize the ways in which readers are
subconsciously taught to interpret female gender dynamics within a patriarchy. The lack of
scholarship about Criseyde as a Boethian hero proves this considering the countless articles that
imagine Troilus as the sole Stoic protagonist. For example, Troilus represents the entire Trojan
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empire to Lee Patterson (113). Why does Patterson choose Troilus as Troy’s synecdoche and not
Criseyde? This chapter endeavors to answer this query.

Boethius’s Consolation
Many medieval texts echo the Classical influence of The Consolation of Philosophy,
which Chaucer translates into vernacular English (Watts xii). Richard Morris explains that no
other medieval philosopher or writer is as influential during the Middle Ages as Boethius, and
W. P. Ker writes: “Boethius, more than any other philosophic author, helped the great
Schoolmen to retain a general comprehensive view of the world as a whole” (107). According to
Victor Watts, Boethius’s Consolation is translated into Anglo-Saxon, Middle English, medieval
German, Old French, Greek, Middle Dutch, Old Provençal, Italian, and Spanish; Queen
Elizabeth I translated it into her own English, taking up to twenty-seven hours to do so (xi). J.
Martha states The Consolation is a “moral medication” that provides “remedies most appropriate
for a cure” (Qtd. in Favez, 11). According to The Consolation’s introduction, “Boethius stands at
the crossroads of Classical and medieval worlds” (Watts xi). Boethius’s ability to inhabit
culturally and temporally diverse spaces is important because The Consolation is “a skilled
fusion” of multiple genres (xxiii). Boethius’s work demonstrates conflicting Stoic ideals: logical
thinking and emotion coexist in opposition. For example, Philosophy describes the Muses of
Poetry as the “creatures who slay the rich and fruitful harvest of Reason with the barren thorns of
Passion” (Boethius 4). Philosophy explains Stoicism, which is significant enough to quote:
Let men compose themselves and live at peace,
Set haughty fate beneath their feet,
And look unmoved on fortune good and bad,
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And keep unchanging countenance:
Unmoved they’ll stand before the ocean’s rage
Which churns up waves from deep below,
Unmoved by restless Mount Vesuvius,
Her furnace burst and hurling flames,
Unmoved by fiery thunderbolts in flight
Which sweep in ruin towers on high.
Why then are miserable men in awe
When tyrants rage impotently?
If first you rid yourself of hope and fear
You have disarmed the tyrant’s wrath [. . .]. (8-9)
To Philosophy, one must pursue unemotional logic to ameliorate life’s perils. For Watts,
Philosophy’s narrative structure is “Platonic. The turning of the gaze from what is false to what
is true [. . .] is based on the ascent of the soul in the famous allegory of the Cave” (xxv). This
structure also parallels the quests for truth that medieval Romance protagonists (generally
knights) undertake. This shift in perspective from lies to truth also applies to Criseyde’s narrative
arc in Troilus and Criseyde.
Few scholars discuss how Criseyde operates within the narrative structures of Boethian
Stoicism and medieval Romance, yet Criseyde’s narrative arc, which evolves from what is false
to what is true, is intertextual. Criseyde is an innovative cure for the Antifeminist female gender
dynamics found in many medieval Romances; her construction also highlights how patriarchies
treat women. Chaucer’s narrator genders Fortune as female, which can reinforce the Antifeminist
belief that women are fickle (Book IV, lines 1-7). I argue that comparing Fortune and Criseyde is
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subversive because of Chaucer’s narrator’s use of interpretive potential. Inconstant Fortune is
Criseyde’s foil, showing how brave, Stoic Criseyde is a new kind of Boethian protagonist. In this
and other ways, Troilus and Criseyde reflects the influence of Boethius’s Consolation. The most
famous intertextual moment is Troilus’s death, yet scholars overlook how Chaucer’s narrator
uses interpretive potential to construct Criseyde as a Stoic hero in a poem that invites readers to
interrogate ideas of truth, using literacy to obtain intellectual remedies in difficult situations.

Criseyde’s Construction
Criseyde’s construction is important because she represents women and because she fears
Diomede, as well as others (including future women) will blame her (Doyle 75; Chaucer, Book
III, lines 568-588; Book V, lines 974-987; lines 1051-1071; lines 1086-1099). Criseyde’s fear of
future negative critical reception is staggering to modern readers, considering the hindsight that
Chaucer did not have. Her construction illuminates harmful medieval Antifeminist perspectives
(i.e., that Criseyde is solely to blame for the Trojans’ wartime losses). Many critics regard
Criseyde as a social deviant or sinner due to her actions and Calchas’s pagan religion; therefore,
Romance conventions require Criseyde to be brought back under the control of the hegemonic
patriarchy in order to redeem her (Minnis 84-85). Thus, the narrative assigns Criseyde new
values and markers of signification before restoring her literary value. For example, while
Criseyde is trying to survive during wartime, Diomede courts her. If readers conclude anything
from Troilus and Criseyde, it is not the ephemeral quality of reputations; instead, one gains a
clearer understanding of how patriarchal societies create, gender, and police knowledge and
identities in literature.
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By examining Criseyde’s construction and The Consolation of Philosophy, one sees
Criseyde is a Stoic hero. Most critics consider Troilus the poem’s tragic protagonist, yet there is
more than one. Meghan Murton gestures toward Chaucer’s use of interpretive potential, Boethian
Stoicism, and irony, stating Troilus’s death creates a “gentle” or “harsh” observation about “the
limitations of Troilus’s understanding” (294). Few critics notice Criseyde’s Stoicism although
she exhibits in life what Troilus could only glimpse after death. Criseyde does not blame the
gods for her actions, taking full responsibility and bearing the consequences of her father’s and
her society’s choices. Criseyde’s construction is subversive because she exhibits the “idea that
the man who does his best [. . .] will receive divine aid in acquiring knowledge and effecting his
salvation” (Minnis 3). Criseyde is not a divine character and therefore lacks the relative agency
of a goddess, yet she does her best in a tenuous sociopolitical space fraught with potential bodily
harm and dishonor. Thus, her brave, Stoic, and fallible behaviors align her with traditional male
protagonists (3). The narrator explains Criseyde’s difficult situation the first time it mentions her:
Now hadde Calkas left in this meschaunce,
Al unwist of this false and wikked dede,
His doughter, which that was in gret penaunce,
For of hire lif she was ful sore in drede,
As she that nyste what was best to rede;
For bothe a widewe was she and alone
Of any friend to whom she dorste hor mone. [. . .]
This lady, which that alday herd at ere
Hire fadres shame, his falsnesse and tresoun,
Wek neigh out of hir wit for sorwe and fere,
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In widewes habit large of samyt broun,
On knees she fil biforn Ector adown
With pitous vois, and tenderly wepynge,
His mercy bad, hirselven excusyng. (Book I, lines 92-112)
These lines portray Criseyde’s lonely, shameful situation, which causes her great “sorwe
and fere” despite her adherence to the proper social etiquette for widows (Book I, line 108).
Criseyde has nothing to do with Calchas’s deeds, yet she bears the consequences and is not
helpless, taking action. When Troilus and the narrator expect Criseyde to “martyr herself for
love,” Criseyde grasps “the selfish nature of Troilus's attachment [and] refuses to play the victim
[. . .]. She defies expectations and proves herself her ‘owene womman’” (Behrman 317).
Criseyde exemplifies the medieval “virtuous heathen” archetype, endeavoring to “maken vertue
of necessitee” to “ennoble what, in [her] opinion, must be by accepting it with courage and
dignity” (Minnis 8). This idea stems from Boethius’s Consolation. For Boethius, accepting one’s
situation and controlling one’s reactions is the literal consolation of Philosophy because it
relocates one’s mindset from victimhood to upward mobility and agency. If Criseyde was a male
hero, critics would laud her nobility and her adherence to the conventional male gender roles
within medieval Romance, Courtly Love, Chivalry; instead, Criseyde conforms to the
stereotypical medieval roles for women, and so critics remember her as a tragic victim or an
adulterer who cheats on a devoted lover.
Criseyde’s construction is similar to Boethius’s own life. For example, Boethius and
fictive Criseyde navigate multiple social worlds: Criseyde is a widow, the daughter of a traitor,
and lives inside a patriarchy that marginalizes single women; this gives her relative autonomy
over her own household but makes her comparable to a prisoner of war (Book I, line 97). Troilus
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pursues Criseyde as a result of Pandarus’ coercion, and then the Trojans trade her to the Greek
camp, where Diomede courts her. Criseyde exists between the Classical and Medieval worlds
because the poem is a Matter of Rome Romance of Antiquity, yet Chaucer pens Troilus and
Criseyde in the Middle Ages (Minnis 2). According to Warren, Criseyde “acts from a position of
vulnerability with the practicality of self-preservation” in her encounters with Troilus and
Diomede (8). Interestingly, Criseyde receives negative criticism, yet the poem’s characters
perceive her positively. In contrast to Troilus, Diomede does not complain Criseyde is cruel or
that she will cause his death. Diomede treats Criseyde as an intellectual equal, asking questions
and soliciting her opinions about the Trojan War (Behrman 332). Thus, the poem ends on a
relatively positive note for Criseyde despite her status as a prisoner of war who the Trojans trade
to the Greeks: she leaves her disturbing, scheming uncle Pandarus and mawkish Troilus.
Criseyde’s Stoic nature keeps her alive, whereas Troilus only gains a Stoic perspective in death.
Similar to Criseyde, Boethius was also an educated reader and writer in a time when most
people were illiterate. According to Watts, Boethius’s education was “not of the highest quality,”
yet in his youth, Boethius “was master of all the liberal arts, from rhetoric to logic and
astronomy[;]” philosophy was “his chief solace in life” (xiv-xv). In 522, political trouble arose
because of a previous doctrinal breach in 484, called the “Acacian schism” (xx). Boethius
became allies with the east [e.g., the Empire,] but the reconciliation between the Empire and the
West ends the schism; this, in concert with the interception of his letters to Constantinople,
prompts Boethius’s ruin (xxi). Potentially false evidence “was produced to implicate [Boethius]
with the added [. . .] charge of sorcery” (xxi). The potential fabrication of charges parallel
Criseyde’s fears of gossip; both Boethius’s life and Criseyde’s fictive story explain the
importance of safeguarding one’s reputation, especially in times of political instability when
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one’s own society considers women prisoners of war (xxi). Similar to Criseyde, who critics
blame for Troy’s collapse, Boethius’s society censures him for contributing to the destruction of
the Roman Empire’s “policy of peaceful coexistence,” the aristocracy, the “offices of state,” and
philosophical scholarship (xxi-xxii). Interestingly, Boethius’s life could inspire the end of
Troilus and Criseyde. After choosing a political side, Boethius is “bludgeoned to death” in 524
or 523, Criseyde practices Boethian Stoicism and survives (xxi). Boethius’s and Criseyde’s
accounts both revolve around the societal interrogation of truth or deception.

Literacy (Reading, Writing, and Education)
One must examine the historical significance of medieval literacy to understand why and
how Criseyde’s construction is subversive. According to Laurel Amtower, medieval readers have
moral obligations to critically analyze literature in order to “question or doubt those opinions that
may turn out to be dangerous or false” because a book represents “a higher sacramental and
unchanging truth” (2-5). As a result, medieval readers “were not expected to passively absorb all
[canonized] ideas [. . .]. Instead, the individual reader was the ultimate authority for all acts of
judgement and interpretation” (2). For Late medieval readers, texts are “vehicles for establishing
both self-awareness and self-actuation” because books symbolize “a new kind of status to which
anyone could aspire” (43). In fact, collecting texts emphasizes readers’ independence (Amtower
16). This nascent emphasis on literacy impacts burgeoning groups of medieval female readers.
The attention to medieval literacy and women’s voices is crucial for Hélène Cixoux, who
outlines the importance of a “woman’s seizing the occasion to speak, hence her shattering entry
into history, which has always been based on her suppression” (881). Victoria Warren argues the
medieval woman needs to “write her own text” (10-11). Corinne Saunders’ work describes
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medieval women as “patrons, owners, occasional writers, and, most of all, readers” (16). For
medieval audiences, reading endows people with “another kind of nature” because literacy alters
one’s personality, “thoughts, and essential being in order with God’s plan” (Amtower 18). Thus,
Chaucer’s narrator uses literacy to highlight Criseyde’s status as a new kind of Boethian hero.
Criseyde’s construction demonstrates self-reflection and literacy, refuting the medieval
antifeminist claims that women are less capable of logical reasoning than men are (Book II, lines
78-154; Ker; Robertson; Wetherbee). Scholars still debate the scene of reading, where Pandarus
remembers his “erand” for Troilus and visits Criseyde (Book II, line 72; Book II, lines 78-154;
Stanbury; Saunders):
Whan he was come unto his neces place,
‘Wher is my lady?’ to hire folk quod he;
And they hym tolde, and he forth in gan pace,
And fond two othere ladys sete and she,
Withinne a paved parlour, and they thre
Herden a mayden reden hem the geste
Of the siege of Thebes, while hem leste.
Quod Pandarus, ‘Madame, God yow see,
With youre book and all the compaignie!’
‘Ey, uncle myn, welcome iwys,’ quod she;
And up she roos [. . .] (Book II, lines 78-88)
This brief passage is important because, as Laurel Amtower explains: medieval scenes of
reading are “associated with [. . .] spiritual or ethical significance” (6). Although Troilus and
Criseyde is less religious than a devotional hagiography is, for example, the implications of
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Chaucer’s scene of reading are manifold. First, Criseyde has a distinct voice: she “speaks from [.
. .] the perspective of the silenced female ‘other’” (Book II, lines 78-154; Warren 10). Criseyde
also acts when she has the opportunity, showing her resourcefulness and intellectual curiosity.
Reading and writing are subversive acts within a patriarchy, particularly for women, and
so these moments of literacy highlight Criseyde’s power, education, critical thinking skills, and
relative agency (Behrman 316; Chaucer, Book II, lines 78-154). Instead of believing Pandarus’s
assertions that Troilus will die of unrequited love, Criseyde recognizes these exaggerations as a
“‘paynted proces,’” demarcating Troilus’s lack of sincerity (Behrman 320; Hansen 159).
Criseyde’s level of education and logical thinking infers that she knows her own mind.
This is important because medieval writers regard literacy as “a way of knowing and shaping the
self” (Amtower 40). Thus, Criseyde’s literacy fashions her into a Boethian hero. In Book II,
Criseyde says:
I am myn owene woman, wel at ese—
I thank it God — as after myn estat,
Right yong, and stonde unteyd in lusty leese,
Withouten jalousie or swich debat;
Shall noon housbonde seyen to me, ‘Chek mat!’
For either they ben ful of jalousie,
Or maisterfull, or loven novelrie.
What shal I doon? To what fyn lyve I thus?
Shal I nat love, in cas if that me leste?
What, pardieux! I am naught religious.
And though that I myn herte sette at reste
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Upon this knyght, that is the worthieste,
And kepe alwey myn honour and my name,
By alle right, it may do me no shame. (Lines 750-763)
In this moment Criseyde describes herself as her own woman, “wel at ese” with herself
and her estate, which stems from her education (Lines 750-763). This passage depicts Criseyde
as someone who is “unteyd in lusty leese,” or who has relative agency and a calm disposition
(i.e., she is not jealous or engaging in debates, as some husbands do) because she does not have a
husband who treats marriage as a chess game of wills between opponents (Lines 750-763).
Criseyde’s book selection depicts her intellectual curiosity and serves as inspiration for her own
heroism in troubling times (Behrman 319). Criseyde contemplates her position and future; her
primary concern is preserving her “honour” (i.e., reputation) in order to safeguard her from
“shame” (Lines 750-763). These self-descriptors portray Criseyde as someone who, similar to
Lady Philosophy in Boethius’s Consolation, favors logical reasoning over following impulsive
emotion, unlike Troilus. Thus, the narrative uses literacy to explore Criseyde’s “connection
between body and mind, the cognitive aspects of [her] emotion, and the shaping power of affect”
in direct connection with her agency (Saunders 16; Chaucer, Book II, lines 78-154). Reading
“came to be seen as a means of uniting action with disinterested self-reflection” in the fourteenth
century, which explains why Criseyde is a more active protagonist than Troilus is (Amtower 10).
Criseyde’s relative agency in the beginning books of the poem, as well as her ability to read and
write, highlight her independent character: Criseyde “asserts her own identity by her actions. [. .
.] Troilus does not understand her practicality [because] [s]he is more a person of action than he
is” (Warren 7). These quotes illustrate the spaces that Criseyde inhabits as a new kind of
Boethian hero, educated reader, and a writer.
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Female literacy and writing are important in Troilus and Criseyde because these scenes
show the tensions between interior, private spaces and intrusive “public surveillance” (Book II,
lines 78-154; Stanbury 274). According to Amtower, “The act of reading, transcending the body
and uniting the reader with an entire history and legend, associates a reader with the highest rank
of prestige” (39). Thus, the “imagined association between reader and author becomes that much
more revered” (39). By applying Stanbury’s and Saunders’ discrete ideas to the moment when
Pandarus interrupts Criseyde’s scene of reading in Troilus and Criseyde, Pandarus treats
Criseyde disrespectfully, as though she is an object. Pandarus actively limits Criseyde’s privacy
and her access to education, which, to medieval readers, severs her from a prestigious,
otherworldly connection to books (Amtower 18). Thus, Pandarus’s interruption solidifies his
status as a representative of patriarchal public surveillance, manipulation, and the policing of
knowledge.
While Criseyde embodies heroic ideals because of her education, she is also
metaphorically left in the dark. The narrator mentions Criseyde is “al innocent” of Pandarus’s
and Troilus’s schemes (Hansen 169-173; Chaucer, Book II, line 1562). Because no one in the
narrative tells Criseyde what is happening or how to read other people’s intentions, Troilus and
Criseyde represents how patriarchies police information differently between genders. Knowledge
passes freely between Troilus and Pandarus, yet they (and the narrative) neglects Criseyde. This
symbolizes patriarchal discourse as a code that excludes Criseyde, yet Chaucerian scholars
chastise her for lack of knowledge. If no one but Pandarus tells Criseyde what is happening, then
she must interpret rules and signifiers for herself. Thus, Criseyde’s precarious, liminal
sociopolitical position makes her a poor judge of character. The triangulation between Criseyde,
Troilus, and Pandarus also depicts Troilus and Pandarus as poor transmitters of essential
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information. For example, when Pandarus agrees to help Troilus “in lovyng of Criseyde”
because Troilus wants to have an “aventure,” neither of them tell Criseyde their plans to
prostitute her (Book I, line 1010; Book I, line 1092; Book I, lines 1009-1092). Patterson
describes Pandarus “uses as a pretext to visit Criseyde the arrival of a Greek spy with news (2,
1111-13), and while he never tells her, or us, what this news might be, it remains a disturbing
possibility” (109). This highlights the sociopolitical double standards in medieval Romances of
Antiquity, which circulates and polices knowledge differently between genders.
When Pandarus interrupts Criseyde’s scene of reading, he intrudes into her personal
space (Chaucer, Book II, lines 78-154). Further, the “systems of material exchange” in this scene
highlight the commodification of language and gender politics; therefore, Pandarus’s interruption
highlights how patriarchal societies gender and circulate knowledge, and subsequently how
Pandarus and the other characters perceive Criseyde as a commodity (Book II, lines 78-154;
Stanbury 278). Thus, Criseyde’s speech about her honor foreshadows the poem’s ending; this
prefiguring appears throughout the poem as Criseyde trusts Pandarus (Lines 750-763). Criseyde
trusts Pandarus because they are family, and so she, “as his nece, obeyed as hire oughte” (Book
III, line 581). Criseyde also listens to Pandarus because he brags about his own “good counseil,”
his “entencioun,” and his “trouth,” yet the reader recognizes the use of verbal and dramatic irony
(Book I, line 627; Book I, line 683; Book I, line 691).

Irony and Interpretive Potential
Chaucer’s narrator uses verbal and dramatic irony, which suffuse the text with
interpretive potential and suggest Criseyde is a Boethian hero in comparison with the other
characters, who are less honest and sincere than they may seem. For example, Pandarus
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constantly refers to his own “good counseil,” his “entencioun,” and his “trouth,” yet the reader
knows that these are lies to coerce Troilus and Criseyde into his schemes (Book I, line 627; Book
I, line 683; Book I, line 691). Troublingly, at no point does Criseyde refuse to be called a
malignant, destructive sinner by the governing societal forces who not only want to know what
goes on in women’s bedrooms, but personally endeavor to control women’s sexual experiences.
More alarmingly, neither do Chaucerian critics. Perhaps Chaucer had this in mind when crafting
Criseyde. Near the poem’s end, the narrator dismisses ephemeral quality of stories, and the
narrator’s use of irony and interpretive potential highlights the far-reaching consequences and
negative critical reception that medieval women receive (Book V, lines 1765-1799).

Criseyde as a Female Character
In Chaucer’s text, Criseyde is a self-reflective, responsible, friendless widow in Troy
(Warren 9). She is the daughter of a traitor, in a situation comparable to being a prisoner-of-war.
The selfish whims of Criseyde’s father, the disturbing machinations of her uncle, the uncaring
demands of a patriarchal society at war (which comprises men and women who either lack the
motivation or the ability to aid her), the random actions of the gods, and even the unreliable
narrator’s irregular support all occlude Criseyde’s agency. It seems the fictive universe conspires
against Criseyde, ready to blame her for Troy’s collapse and the dissolution of her relationship
with Troilus. Thus, Criseyde’s construction represents medieval Antifeminism conventions while
critiquing those customs. In this way, Criseyde’s construction as a Boethian hero subverts the
standard female gender roles within medieval Romance.
Criseyde’s lack of agency demonstrates Foucault’s theory that powerful systems
manufacture the identities (delinquents, to Foucault) it seeks to police, thereby justifying its
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existence and the necessity to govern others (Butler, 2-3). For example, Pandarus and Troilus
coerce Criseyde into spending the night with Troilus, which the text never clearly defines as
consensual (Book III, lines 764-1820). After this, the Trojans trade Criseyde for Antenor,
expelling Criseyde from her home (Book V, lines 1-203; Book IV, line 316; Book II, line 1065).
Critics note Criseyde’s narrative function as “a mere pawn in a transaction (and a war) in which
she has absolutely no say [. . .][;] for all Troilus’s talk of her power, she is certainly not
autonomous” (Warren 8). Criseyde’s construction echoes the liminal agency that she (and
women in general, by extension) holds in a patriarchy. The male ruling classes neither perceive
nor treat Criseyde as an equal. Criseyde achieves the female gender roles that Trojan society
prescribes, yet critics blame her for the Troy’s destruction even after the Trojans forcibly
regulate her compliance.
It is important to note how others influence Criseyde’s construction. In contrast to
Criseyde, Troilus writes Criseyde as “the shaper of his destiny; [yet] it is Troilus who is the
author of that text” (8). This is evident when Troilus first sees Criseyde:
She nas nat with the leste of hire stature,
But alle hire lymes so wel answerynge
Weren to womanhood, that creature
Was nevere lasse mannyssh in semynge;
And ek the pure wise of hire mevynge
Shewed wel that men myght in her gesse
Honour, estat, and wommanly noblesse. (Book I, lines 281-287)
Troilus imagines Criseyde as someone who possesses “honour, estat, and wommanly
noblesse,” all the traits he wants her to have (Book I, line 287). While it is unclear what

40

“womanly noblesse” is and how it differs from regular noblesse, one thing is obvious: Troilus
cares more for Criseyde’s social standing than any personal detail about her (Book I, lines 281287). Analogous to mythical Pygmalion and Narcissus, Troilus glances at Criseyde “and falls in
love with himself” (Warren 8). Thus, Troilus’s decision to give himself “a right good aventure”
by questing to win Criseyde’s affections occludes her agency and future, yet Troilus immediately
escalates the situation, deciding that “he to ben hire man while he may dure. / Lo, here his lif,
and from the deth his cure!” (Book I, line 368; lines 468-469). In contrast, Criseyde may not
even be aware of Troilus’s perspective. The narrator states:
But how it was, certeyn, kan I nat seye,
If that his lady understood nat this,
Or feynede hire she nyste, oon of the tweye;
But wel I rede that, by no manere weye,
Ne semed it that she of him roughte,
Or of his peyne, or whatsoever he thoughte. (Book I, lines 492-497)
This disparity is alarming for many reasons: Troilus sees Criseyde once across the
temple, fails to consult Criseyde at all regarding this bourgeoning relationship, and then Troilus
(and Pandarus, later on) employs the emotionally manipulative tactic of blaming Criseyde for
Troilus’s own death should she refuse his advances (Book I, lines 468-469). Thus, the
sociopolitical institutions of patriarchal Courtly Love and Chivalry constrict and negotiate
Criseyde’s identity regardless of how she views herself and exercises her own (albeit liminal)
agency. Criseyde understands that participating in society’s dictates of “courtly love, particularly
with the son of a king whom her own father deceived” may “place her in grave danger”
(Behrman 321; Chaucer, Book II, lines 708-714; Book II, lines 771-777). Because of this,
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Criseyde is aware she has little agency in the matter (Book II, lines 708-714; Book II, lines 771777).
Pandarus’s emotional manipulation and coercion, as well as critical interpretations of
Criseyde, show how Matter of Rome Romance conventions police female identities. Pandarus,
similar to Troilus and Pygmalion, looks at Criseyde to find what he wants to see. In Book II,
Pandarus “gan right inwardly / Byholden hire and loken on hire face, / And seyde, ‘On swich a
mirour goode grace!’” (Lines 264-266). In Book III, Criseyde is a “pawn in Pandarus’s elaborate
scheme” to keep her at his house, so that Pandarus that can lead Troilus to her bedroom (Warren
4-5). When Criseyde “attempts to call out,” Pandarus states that drawing attention to herself will
result in others’ gossip (4-5; Chaucer, Book III, lines 778-784). In this moment, Criseyde “is in a
vulnerable position” and “has no recourse but to do as he says” (Book III, lines 778-784; Warren
4-5). Criseyde “feels trapped” and says that she is “at dulcarnoun, right at [her] wittes ende”
(Warren 6; Chaucer, Book III, line 931). Pandarus ridicules and coerces Criseyde to aid Troilus
and “save her reputation” (Warren 6; Chaucer, Book III, line 931). Criseyde “lament[s] that she
lives in a ‘false world’ [. . .] where her own uncle strives to turn her into a prince’s paramour”
(Behrman 320). Even still, Criseyde exercises Boethian Stoicism instead of resorting to actions
that could portray her as weak, unintelligent, or passive.

Criseyde as Subversive Boethian Hero
Criseyde’s construction as a Boethian hero performs a critique of medieval female gender
dynamics while seeming to be in accord with those ideals. Jill Mann describes the ways in which
Chaucer’s source materials (Il Filostrato and the Consolation of Philosophy) inspire his work, as
well as the moments where Chaucer expands Troilus and Criseyde into a new creation (93-109).
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Criseyde exercises her own agency in order to protect her household, a group made up of her
fellow women whose intellectual hobbies (e.g., reading epics instead of romances or
hagiographies, etc.) are “potentially subversive to patriarchal culture” (Behrman 319). Other
critics show how Criseyde acts in conventionally heroic ways. For Behrman, Criseyde’s actions
reveal her as a Romance hero (316). As Mann and Behrman illustrate, Chaucer’s work subverts
expectations while seeming to tout conventional ideologies, yet few scholars describe Criseyde
as a new kind of Boethian hero (Baechle; Murton). According to Nair, Criseyde practices
Stoicism “to negotiate the pressures upon her. Not only is she vital to the poem’s Boethian
frame, but her agency and philosophical acuity provide an explanation for her ‘betrayal’ of
Troilus” (35). This shows how limiting female gender roles and dynamics within traditional
Matter of Rome / Romances in Antiquity are, obscuring Criseyde’s significance as a protagonist.
By comparing Troilus and Criseyde’s bravery and actions in concert with Romance
conventions, one discovers Criseyde is the poem’s Stoic protagonist. For example, Criseyde
appeals to Hector not only for her own safety, but for sake of the members of her household:
This lady, which that alday herd at ere
Hire fadres shame, his falsnesse and tresoun,
Wel neigh out of hire wit for sorwe and fere,
In widewes habit large of samyt broun,
On knees she fil biforn Ector adown
With pitous vois, and tenderly wepynge,
His mercy bad, hirselven excusynge.
Now was this Ector pitous of nature,
And saugh that she was sorwfully bigon,
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And that she was so fair a creature;
Of his goodnesse he gladede hire anon,
And seyde, ‘Lat youre fadres treson gon
Forth with meschaunce, and ye youreself in joie
Dwelleth with usm while yow good list, in Troie.
‘And al th’onour that men may don yow have,
As ferforth as youre fader dwelled here,
Ye shul have, and youre body shal men save,
As fer as I may ought enquere or here,’
And she hym thonked with ful humble chere [. . .]. (Book I, lines 106-124)
In this scene, Criseyde realizes that her situation, as well as the positions of her
household members, is tenuous at best. As a result of Criseyde’s bravery and “ful humble”
involvement, Hector agrees to help Criseyde even though she is the daughter of a traitor (Book I,
lines 106-126). By showing the reception of those around her, the narrative illustrates that Hector
believes Criseyde is “a chaste, and hence untouchable, widow” (Behrman 318). The other
characters view Criseyde favorably until the need arises to blame someone for Troilus (and
Troy’s) problems.
While critics render Troilus the protagonist, Criseyde acts heroically throughout the
poem. For example, Criseyde considers how best to proceed in order to preserve her reputation
and estate, reminding herself that “He which that nothing undertaketh, / Nothing n'acheveth, be
hym looth or deere” (Book II, lines 806-808). Thus, Criseyde’s belief in her own agency and
skills likens her to a “warrior” who perseveres even in desperation (Behrman 321-322). In a
moment of hubris that aligns Criseyde with Classical tragic heroes, she leaves the Trojan camp,
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recognizes the gravitas of the situation, and takes complete responsibility (329; Warren 9).
Comparing Criseyde to Troilus reinforces the idea that she is the poem’s hero. While many
critics assume Troilus is the protagonist, he appears her foil near the conclusion. When Criseyde
is sent to the Greeks, Troilus takes a nap, wishing this tragic situation (i.e., Criseyde’s removal)
was someone else’s problem, or that one of his family members “had died” instead; he does not
endeavor to rescue Criseyde, even after pages of describing his love for her (Warren; Chaucer,
Book IV, lines 274-280; Book V, line 197-213). Troilus sings about his own afflictions and
blaming Criseyde for all that transpires (Book V, lines 197-322). While Troilus claims speaking
in Criseyde’s defense would somehow mar her honor, critics underline this is not a valid concern
for Hector. Thus, Troilus’s reasoning reads as an excuse made from the “insularity [of] his
bedroom” (Warren 2-3). The narrator even disbelieves the poem is about Troilus the hero, but
about “a coward” who “continue[s] to play a role” (Behrman 330; Chaucer Book V, lines 50-56).
Worse, Troilus does not expect Criseyde to rejoin him in Troy; instead, he believes Criseyde will
follow the literary examples of love-stricken women and “die for her love” (i.e., for him)
(Behrman 330). Instead, Criseyde uses literacy, education, and Boethian Stoicism to exercise in a
chaotic situation what little autonomy she has. Criseyde replies to Troilus’s letter with her own
correspondence, and her writing style indicates her Stoic discipline (331). In comparison, Troilus
“curses the day he was born” and “feels that he might as well die” (Chaucer, Book IV, lines 250252; 261; Warren 3). These comparisons prove that Criseyde is brave, pragmatic, and the poem’s
Stoic protagonist.
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Chapter Two
‘A Destroyer of Good Knyghtes:’ Malory’s Guinevere and the Gender
Dynamics of Courtly Love in Medieval Romance
“Wolt thou shame thyselff? Bethynke the how thou arte [. . .] a knyght of the Table Rounde—
and thou thus to be aboute to dishonoure the noble Kyng that made the knyght! Thou shamyst all
knyghthode and thyselffe and me. And I lat the wyte thou shalt never shame me, for I had levir
kut myne owne throte in twayne rather than thou shoulde dishonoure me.” – Guinevere, Le
Morte Darthur (627)
Guinevere in Malory’s “Hoole Booke”
Appearing in print for the first time in 1485, Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte Darthur is a
medieval Matter of Britain Romance. It is set in Britain during a distant, rosy, magical past, and
features Arthurian characters (e.g., King Arthur, Sir Launcelot, Queen Guinevere, and the
Knights of the Round Table, etc.). One of the key features of Le Morte Darthur is Courtly Love,
which Malory repurposes from the Matter of France Romance tradition, transforming it into new
and unique Matter of Britain Romances. In order to understand this transformation, it is
necessary to examine the similarities between Enide’s character in Chretien De Troyes’s “Erec
and Enide” and Guinevere’s construction in Le Morte Darthur. Written in the late twelfth
century, Chretien De Troyes’s “Erec and Enide” is a Matter of France Romance that valorizes
Courtly Love. Three centuries later these French traditions inspire Sir Thomas Malory, who
transforms Courtly Love conventions into new, distinctive Matter of Britain Romances. The
primary links between “Erec and Enide” and Le Morte Darthur are Courtly Love conventions,
which typically depict women as love objects, not necessarily as protagonists (Fries 67).
Romance’s attention to female appearance shows the ways in which medieval societies primarily
value women’s beauty. Chretien, for example, writes: “the eyes, which channel love and send the
message to the heart, [renew] themselves with looking” (63). Moreover, medieval Romances
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often depict male courtly lovers pining for women who are completely unaware of the situation.
This is problematic because general Courtly Love conventions within Matter or France and
Matter of Britain Romances do not often include or consult the women in question; Courtly Love
traditions put women on pedestals with superlative expectations that, by definition, cannot come
to fruition. The rest of this chapter examines how, through Guinevere’s construction, Malory
reimagines the gender dynamics from Matter of France Courtly Love conventions into new,
unique Matter of Britain Romances, critiquing the minor agency that medieval societies afford
women and simultaneously implying that the way to reform people’s actions is to bring them
back under the narrative control of the patriarchy.
One feature of female gender dynamics within the Matter of France is how Courtly Love
creates, genders, and monitors women’s behaviors. In “Erec and Enide,” the narrative describes
Enide showing her loyalty to Erec by being overemotional, or “nearly mad with distress” (84).
This is problematic for many reasons, but primarily because, as the introduction explains,
Courtly Love requires women to perform over-the-top emotions (e.g., swooning, bouts of
hysteria, madness, distress, etc.) as a way of showing loyalty, devotion, and dependence on their
lovers as though these phenomena were part of biological or physiological nature. This practice
mandates and reinforces women’s subordination to and active compliance with the patriarchal
ruling class. This ideology is upheld in Chretien’s and Malory’s respective works, as fictive
Enide and Guinevere generally follow this formula. Le Morte Darthur briefly addresses Queen
Guinevere’s liminal agency due to Camelot’s strict gender expectations for women. In “Sir
Launcelot and Quene Guinevere,” for example, Launcelot tells Guinevere:
wyte you well that there be many men spekith of oure love in thys courte and have you
and me gretely in awayte, as thes Sir Aggravayne and Sir Mordred. And, madam, wyte
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you well I drede them more for youre sake than for ony feare I have of them myselffe, for
I may happyn to ascape and ryde myselff in a grete nede, where, madam, ye muste abyde
all that woll be seyde unto you. (589)
This scene shows how medieval men and especially women must safeguard their reputations.
Malory’s and Chretien’s respective texts illustrate Guinevere and Enide as fictive paragons of
female behavior (at least until Malory’s text accuses Guinevere) despite the fact that both of
these fictional women conform to the female gender roles and expectations of their respective
societies.
Sadly, many female characters within Matter of France and Matter of Britain Romances
(including Enide and Guinevere) follow the hegemonic female gender dynamics of Courtly
Love, which treats women as objects. For example, there is a scene in Chretien’s text when
Enide blames herself for Erec’s actions even though she did not commit them (93-94). When
Erec’s wounds reopen from wearing armor in the heat, causing him to collapse, Enide faints and
then blames herself “severely,” saying:
Woeful Enide, I am the murderess of my lord! I have killed him by my folly; my lord
would still be alive if I, like one both rash and mad, had not spoken the words that caused
my lord to come here. A good silence never harmed anyone, but speaking often causes
harm! (93-94)
This scene illustrates the Antifeminist concept that women’s silence is best. Enide’s reaction
demonstrates real-world situations, such as accepting hegemonic patriarchal discourse to the
point of interpellation. As Louis Althusser’s work in particular shows, the power dynamics
between the majority (i.e., King Arthur’s court in Camelot) and minority groups (e.g., women) in
literature model the real-world situations within a particular historical society (i.e., medieval
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Britain). The discursive power dynamics between Chretien’s Enide or Malory’s Guinevere and
the knights of their respective societies illustrate that, as Antonio Gramsci writes, “hegemony is
protected by the armour of coercion” (532). Applying these concepts to Chretien’s and Malory’s
respective works explains why female characters (e.g., Enide and Guinevere) conform to and
maintain the harmful patriarchal gender roles of Courtly Love within twelfth-century Matter of
France and Matter of Britain Romances in the fifteenth century. These narratives establish Enide
and Guinevere as exemplary models for female conduct, yet Enide blames herself for Erec’s
actions (and inaction). Guinevere also performs her contradictory roles as queen, Arthur’s wife,
and a Courtly Lady, maintaining the status quo to the point of self-sacrifice, yet all of her actions
are subject to reproach regardless of whether she is exercising her autonomy or following
Camelot’s social mores.
Furthermore, Courtly Love’s conventions in Malory’s and Chretien’s respective
narratives regard women as commodities; the male characters rarely ask for women’s opinions or
consent, even when it directly affects the quality of these women’s lives. One exception to this
occurs when Guinevere judges cases in the court, but her agency is questionable because she
reinforces and upholds Camelot’s systems, Courtly Love and Chivalry. “Erec and Enide” depicts
the virtues of Courtly Love within marriage, whereas Malory’s Morte Darthur explores how
Courtly Love conventions (e.g., illicit affairs, etc.) affect multiple love triangles. In “Erec and
Enide,” a count treats Enide as an object, threatening her with marriage despite her protestations
until she escapes (95-96). Malory’s King Arthur and Merlion arrange Arthur’s marriage to
Guinevere without her consent (62). Later, Camelot’s society blames Guinevere three times for
events that are not her fault, even sentencing burning at the stake as her punishment (Malory
591).
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Another feature of female gender dynamics in Courtly Love is the attention that
characters in Matter of France and Matter of Britain Romances pay to reputations. In “Erec and
Enide,” Enide is always aware of her own, Erec’s, and others’ reputations (68). At one point, the
narrative states that Enide has “shamed” the best knight because he has laid down his arms (68).
Strangely, instead of placing the blame on the knight who does not fight in battle, the text
censures Enide for inspiring such inaction (68). Similar to Malory’s Guinevere and Chaucer’s
Criseyde, Enide worries about maintaining reputations and honor while navigating her society.
The fact that Malory, Chaucer, and Chretien all highlight their female characters’ anxieties
shows how different medieval narratives and societies police power and agency. These works
also show how genders perform social roles and dynamics differently, inspiring manifold types
of narrative arcs depending on an individual character’s personality traits.
The amount of Courtly Love’s rules for fictive women in Matter of France and Matter of
Britain Romances baffle modern readers. For example, knights routinely test their ladies in
strange and often cruel ways. According to Chretien de Troyes, the medieval topoi of
unquestioning female devotion and obedience to her knight or lover occurs so that the knight can
feel love toward his lady even more, and also because the knight wants his lady to convince him
that she loves him “completely” (97). In “Erec and Enide,” Erec tells Enide not to speak before
he has spoken first. The text states that Enide “should not be so bold as to speak to him [Erec]”
about anything that is wrong (Chretien 80). When Enide acts with bravery, care, and
determination by warning Erec that malevolent knights are in pursuit, Erec reprimands her
(Chretien 72-80). While the disparity in power and agency between genders is striking, it
becomes increasingly problematic as one considers a character’s sociopolitical position. Erec has
remarkably more agency than Enide does within patriarchal society. While Erec asserts his
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dominance by giving orders, Enide fears incurring Erec’s anger and subsequent abandonment if
she speaks to him about essential and potentially dangerous issues (83). This brief but important
example illustrates female characters’ lack of agency in Courtly Love, whether the texts follow
Matter of France or Matter of Britain Romance conventions. Chivalry and Courtly Love establish
male knights as women’s sole protectors and defenders, requiring that knights fight for women’s
reputations (and even women’s lives in many instances), yet the female characters must not
speak first or even tell their knights about potentially lethal problems.
As figures within the Matters of France and Britain, respectively, Enide and Guinevere
enjoy even less agency than Chaucer’s Criseyde endures, which is remarkable considering that
Chaucer’s work appears approximately a century earlier than Malory’s Le Morte Darthur and
that Criseyde’s own society treats her as a prisoner of war. Chaucer and Malory investigate in
different ways the tension regarding female gender roles in Matter of Rome and Matter of France
Romances. Both conform to and subvert traditional female gender roles in manifold ways; each
of them craft their female characters (Criseyde and Guinevere) into new and different kinds of
Romance heroes.

Malory’s Guinevere
It is necessary to examine how Le Morte Darthur constructs Guinevere’s character in
combination with how Malory’s characters and critics receive her. Unlike Geoffrey Chaucer’s
Criseyde, Malory’s Guinevere does not practice Boethian Stoicism. Earlier depictions of Courtly
Love inspire Malory’s Guinevere, who is over-emotional; the narrative often describes her
emotional state as being “oute of measure” when she weeps, swoons, or feels wrathful toward
Launcelot (615). The Knights of the Round Table, usually Launcelot, must aid her in some way;
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this reinforces the notion that women are emotionally inconstant (589). In the beginning of “Sir
Launcelot and Quene Guinevere,” Guinevere is angry with Launcelot, calling him “a false,
recrayed knight and a comon lechourer [who] lovyste and holdiste othir ladyes, and of me thou
haste dysdayne and scorne” (589). Sir Bors advises Launcelot to consider his own reputation and
stay near Camelot in case trouble arises:
ye muste remember you what ye ar, and renomed the moste nobelyst knyght of the
worlde, and many grete maters ye have in honde. And women in their hastynesse woll do
oftentymes that, aftir, hem sore repentith. [. . .] For many tymys or this she hath bene
wroth with you, and aftir that she was the firste repented hit. (589-590)
This scene demonstrates Courtly Love’s gender dynamics: social conventions require Guinevere
to prove her loyalty and care by being extravagantly angry at Launcelot. This allows the knights
to dismiss her behavior as hasty because she immediately apologizes afterward. Thus, the
Knights of the Round Table brush aside Guinevere’s reactions even as she follows the mandates
of Courtly Love, illustrating what little autonomy she has.
One feature of Courtly Love is public performance, and Guinevere always outwardly
follows Courtly Love’s mandates even when these values conflict with her inner experiences.
For example, after Guinevere and Launcelot argue in the beginning of “Sir Launcelot and Quene
Guinevere,” Launcelot departs:
the Quene outeward made no manner of sorrow in shewyng to none of his bloode nor to
none other; but wyte ye well, inwardely [. . .] she toke grete thought— but she bare hit
oute with a proud countenaunce, as thoughe she felte no thought nother daungere. (590)
There is a disconnection between Guinevere’s inner life and her outer display of emotions, which
is somewhat similar to Criseyde because it is outwardly Stoic. For example, Guinevere
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outwardly acts proud and calm to save her own reputation while inwardly thinking deeply about
the matter. Guinevere is different from Criseyde, however, because Guinevere is outwardly
Stoic, whereas Criseyde seems to be inwardly Stoic at moments. Still, the distinction between
inward feeling and the outward expression of emotion matters, showing how Courtly Love
dictates women’s public behaviors.
There are scenes when Guinevere is brave and protects those around her, aligning her
with the standard (yet typically male) definitions of a hero (as defined in the introduction). For
example, when Sir Mellyagaunte challenges the Quenys Knyghtes to battle, Guinevere is quick
to negotiate for her army:
Sir Mellyagaunte, sle nat my noble knyghtes and I woll go with the, uppon thys
covenaunte: that thou save them and suffir hem no more to be hurte, wyth thys that they
be lad with me wheresomever thou ledyst me, for I woll rather sle myself than I woll go
with the, onles that thes noble knyghtes may be in my presence. (627)
As a direct result of Guinevere’s intervention, the narrator writes: “by the Quenys
commaundemente they leffte batayle and dressed the wounded knyghtes on horsebak [. . .] that
hit was pité to beholde” (628). The text even describes the knights telling Sir Launcelot “how the
Quene made apoyntemente for to save their lyvys and to go wyth Sir Mellyagaunte[,]” a situation
which Launcelot explains would lead to her destruction (629). Later, the narrator states, “in no
wyse the Quene wolde nat suffir her wounded knyghtes to be fro her, but that they were layde in
wythdraughtes by hur chambir, uppon beddis and paylattes, that she might herselff se unto them
that they wanted nothynge” (632). These scenes show Guinevere consistently acting bravely in
pro-social ways for the benefit of Camelot’s society, and yet there are still no instances within
the story where she acts with autonomy and Camelot does not blame her for it. Because of this,

53

there are no ways for fictive women to exercise their autonomy within patriarchal Camelot
without reproach; if King Arthur’s court censures the queen so harshly, then working-class
women must fare worse. King Arthur’s court is to blame for utilizing the systemic hegemonic
rules of Courtly Love, and critics should censure Guinevere (and medieval women, whether
fictive or historical) less for acting in accordance with these values.
One way to interpret Guinevere’s narrative arc is that it is a reimagined version of the
hero’s journey. Guinevere’s character arc features trials, issues of identity, and episodic
repetition, but the kinds of obstacles that Guinevere faces are markedly different from those
which knights face. For example, Guinevere consistently proves her identity in Camelot by
giving good advice and judging difficult civil cases, which helps others strive toward their goals
or become better members of Arthurian society. For example, Launcelot reads a letter from the
late Fayre Maydyn of Ascolat, who dies of unrequited love for him. Guinevere tells him: “ye
might have shewed hir som bownté and jantilnes which might have preserved hir lyff” (617).
Similarly, Guinevere also advises Launcelot on what is proper for him to do in order to gain
other men’s “worshyp.” (618). This presents Guinevere as a pro-social leader who consistently
acts with the best interests of her society in mind. Her advice always accords with the values of
the Roman Catholic Church (Malory 76-77; 167-169; 175). Despite scholarly skepticism about
Guinevere’s asceticism, Le Morte Darthur establishes early on that Guinevere generally observes
Roman Catholicism; for example, she gives prisoners penance and is a kind of spiritual advisor
for knights before she becomes a nun (Malory 175-176). At one point in “Sir Launcelot du
Lake,” Guinevere sends antagonistic Sir Pedyvere to the Pope, who refers Sir Pedyvere back to
Guinevere after a burial (176). As a result, Sir Pedyvere “fell to grete goodnesse and was an holy
man and an hermyte” (176). Because her character has an element of religiosity, Guinevere’s
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story arc focuses more on her internal, abstract, spiritual evolution as the tale progresses.
Whereas the Knights strive to grow stronger and more devout, Guinevere’s journey is also
spiritual; thus, Le Morte Darthur shows her faults, mistakes, and trials along the way before she
becomes a nun. These moments point to Guinevere’s own hero’s journey or spiritual quest in
terms of learning about identity, devotion, forgiveness, and relative agency.
Malory reinvents Matter of France Romances into new, unique Matter of Britain
Romances by fashioning Guinevere as a different kind of protagonist whose trials are more
internal. Guinevere’s trials are emotional and internal, consisting of her love for Launcelot,
which Courtly Love consistently threatens. She adheres to Courtly Love’s rules by regularly
proving her virtue as “the trewest lady” in court because of her affair with Launcelot (Malory
155). The Romance genre’s love triangle also puts Guinevere in danger because separating
Guinevere and Launcelot thematically gives Launcelot reasons to battle for her honor and
sometimes her life. In “Sir Launcelot du Lake,” Queen Morgan le Fay tells Launcelot: “we know
well there can no lady have thy love but one, and that is Quene Gwenyvere — and now thou
shalt hir love lose for ever [. . .]” (155). Her trials are more emotional and internal, consisting of
the tensions that exist as a result of her distance from and her devotion to Launcelot, who
thematically has to win her love back again (Malory 590).
Guinevere also faces trials that the Knights do not within the Matters of France and
Britain. For example, the Knights of the Round Table are alarmingly quick to blame her and
needlessly threaten her life. King Arthur’s Court nearly burns Guinevere at the stake three times
in Le Morte Darthur, yet she acts bravely. Amy Kaufman explains:
Each time, the queen escapes, and each time, she casts something into the fire, shedding
some part of the law imposed upon her that restricts her subjectivity. Her multiple
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possible immolations symbolize her growing identity, the trials by fire that mark
moments in the development of her consciousness, her journey toward redefining herself.
(79)
Because of her inner, abstract struggles and public performances of devotion (e.g., almost
burning at the stake without protest), Guinevere’s character arc is a new reimagining of the
hero’s journey trope. As Guinevere’s actions and speeches throughout Le Morte Darthur show,
she must prove her love through public spectacles, including being willing to sacrifice herself for
Camelot’s society. For example, there is a moment in Malory’s text where Guinevere considers
suicide instead of letting King Arthur’s enemies murder her (627). While traditional scholarship
focuses on Launcelot’s bravery and character arc, I argue that Romance conventions equally
drive Guinevere’s abstract journey, which is just as significant as the knights’ quests. As we will
see in the next section, Guinevere’s role within Camelot also follows the traditions and
expectations for aristocratic women within the social system of Courtly Love.

Guinevere and Courtly Love
Malory’s Queen Guinevere has liminal agency as a female character due to her
construction within the medieval social system of Courtly Love. Interestingly, the characters in
Malory’s work often talk about Guinevere, yet the reader rarely sees Guinevere act or speak for
herself; this positions her within the text as a passive object, not an active protagonist
comparable to King Arthur or Launcelot. For example, the narrator mentions Guinevere in “The
Weddyng of Kyng Arthur,” when Arthur states his barownes “woll let me have no reste but nedis
I muste take a wyff” (Malory 62). While this social pressure hardly seems like a feasible reason
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to rush into marriage, Merlion replies: “Hit ys well done [. . .] that ye take a wyff, for a man of
youre bounté and nobles scholde not be withoute a wyff” (62). Arthur explains:
‘I love Guinevere, the Kynges doughtir of Lodegrean, of the londe of Camelerde [. . .].
[T]his damesell is the moste valyaunte and fayryst that I know lyvyng, or yet that ever I
coude fynde.’ ‘Sertis,’ seyde Marlyon, ‘as of her beauté and fayrenesse, she is one of the
fayrest on lyve. But, as ye loved hir not so well as ye do, I scholde fynde you a damesell
of beauté and of goodnesse that sholde lyke you and please you— and youre herte were
nat sette: but there as mannes herte is sette, he woll be loth to returne.’ (62)
The narrative highlights how “Marlyon warned the Kyng covertly that Gwenyver was nat
holsom for hym to take to wyff, for he warned hym that Launcelot scholde love hir, and sche
hym agayne” (62). This moment is important because King Arthur knows from the beginning
that Guinevere and Launcelot are going to fall in love, but Arthur decides to marry Guinevere
anyway. This moment in the story focuses on Arthur’s agency, neither mentioning nor
acknowledging Guinevere’s desire to marry Arthur. The text describes Merlion asking
Lodegreauns as Arthur’s representative for Lodegreaun’s daughter Guinevere’s hand in
marriage, yet no one consults Guinevere. In the next line, Malory’s narrator tells the reader: “so
Kynge Lodegreaunce delyverd hys doughter Gwenyver unto Merlion, and the Table Rounde
with the hondred knyghtes” (63). This shows the benefits of the marriage for Arthur and the
Knights of the Round Table, yet the text does not mention Guinevere’s reactions to this at all.
This narrative silence surrounding Guinevere’s character invite the reader to examine the
tensions between social systems (e.g., the patriarchal court and Courtly Love), genre conventions
of Matter of France and Matter of Britain Romances, and the female characters within them.
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Alarmingly, there are few options for women within Courtly Love systems. One example
occurs in Malory’s “Sir Launcelot and Quene Guinevere” when Elayne le Blanke tries garnering
Launcelot’s affections. Elayne asks Launcelot to be her “husbande” or at least her “paramour”
(Malory 614). When Launcelot refuses, Elayne replies: “Alas than! [. . .] I muste dye for youre
love. [. . .] I woll none, for but yff ye woll wedde me, other to be my paramour at the leste, wyte
you well, Sir Launcelot, my good dayes are done” (614). When Launcelot refuses again, Elayne
“shrieked shirly and felle downe in a sowghe; and than women bare hir into her chamber, an
there she made much overmuche sorowe” (614). This episode shows how medieval Courtly Love
narratives often paint women as unpredictable and over-emotional, a narrative practice that
reinforces the idea of a gender binary where women exist as foils in order to prove men’s
constancy and bravery.
Courtly Love’s rules complicate the overlapping and often contradictory roles Guinevere
performs as King Arthur’s wife, Camelot’s queen, and Launcelot’s courtly lady. For example,
Malory’s text hardly shows Guinevere and King Arthur interacting; instead, it focuses on
Guinevere’s and Launcelot’s relationship. This distinction is notable because the love triangle is
a consistent, key feature of Arthuriana, and Malory’s text follows the Courtly Love conventions
within the Matter of France Romances by portraying Guinevere and Launcelot as a devoted
couple in an adulterous relationship, which is one of the major tenets of Courtly Love, similar to
the older tale of Tristan and Iseult. Guinevere navigates the contradictory roles that Courtly Love
demands. For example, the text mentions many times when Queen Guinevere is “nygh ought of
her mynde for wratthe” (608). Guinevere is quick to anger and jealousy because, in this example,
she is overcome with wrath when Launcelot wears the red sleeve of the Fayre Maydyn of
Ascolat. This behavior follows the requirements of how courtly ladies, especially queens, show
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loyalty and devotion to protector knights as well as to Camelot’s society within King Arthur’s
court, according to Matter of France narrative conventions (Capellanus; Chretien de Troyes).
Capellanus’s seminal Art of Courtly Love complicates the rules of Courtly Love for women
because society treats women as objects whose hearts must be won. Within this system, knights
wear tokens of their lady’s favor. Courtly Love requires Guinevere to be faithful to her husband
Arthur while simultaneously being jealous regarding Launcelot, her knight and protector.
Regardless of Guinevere’s affair with Launcelot, Courtly Love dictates that she owes him
gratitude because he consistently battles to defend her name, rescuing her from false accusations
or from burning at the stake. At one point in “Sir Launcelot and Quene Guinevere,” Sir Bors
reminds Guinevere that she has “ben oftyntymes displeased with my lorde Sir Launcelot, but at
all tymys at the ende ye founde hym a trew knyght” (613). This quote points to the episodic
conventions of the Matter of France Romance genre upon which Malory drew. These
conventions typically revolve around fidelity in romantic relationships, as Chretien’s “Erec and
Enide” shows. The attention to the narrative structure highlights the specific roles that women
play, which later Matter of Britain Romances reinterpret. In the process of relocating the Matter
of France Romance conventions into Matter of Britain Romances, Malory reinvents theses
traditions to explore in literature how his contemporary medieval patriarchal society censures
and controls women, severely limiting their political agency on the basis of gender.
Further, there is a brief but significant moment when the narrator describes Guinevere:
“whyle she lyved she was a trew lover, and therefor she had a good ende” (625). It is interesting
to compare Chaucer’s Criseyde and Malory’s Guinevere, then, because their stories both have
relatively positive endings. For example, despite backlash from future critics, Criseyde’s
Boethian Stoicism allows her to adapt and to gain in life knowledge that Troilus only glimpses
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after death. While Guinevere dies at the end of Malory’s work, she finds greater autonomy in the
Roman Catholic Church than in Camelot and atones for her adulterous affair through penitence.
Comparatively, at the text’s closing, Arthur loses his kingdom, most of the Knights of the Round
Table die, and then Mordred murders Arthur, his father / uncle, causing Camelot’s collapse as a
result. According to Malory’s narrator, Guinevere is “a trew lover,” and so the text treats her
fairly by giving her a redemptive story arc through the Roman Catholic Church at the story’s end
(625). While Guinevere does follow all of Courtly Love’s mandates for women, it is still difficult
to determine what it means for her to be a “trew lover” within King Arthur’s court, especially
given the ambivalence in her roles as queen and courtly lady (625). For example, Guinevere is
“trew” to Launcelot according to Courtly Love’s rules, and this is why Guinevere’s story arc
continues beyond Arthur’s death and Camelot’s ruin (625). It is more difficult to prove that
Guinevere is faithful to Arthur, however, even though her adulterous relationship with Launcelot
follows Courtly Love’s mandates. This ambivalence is problematic because of how Arthurian
society constructs female roles within literature, reflecting real-world medieval gender politics.
For example, Courtly Love’s idealization of married ladies positions Guinevere’s husband
Arthur as an impediment to her illicit affair. In order to follow Courtly Love’s rules, fictive
Guinevere (and real, historical women, by extension) has to navigate conflicting roles that
mandate her affair with Launcelot while condemning her actions, even though she perfectly
follows Camelot’s social expectations. Within systemic Courtly Love and patriarchal Romance
conventions, there is no possibility for female protagonists to receive a positive ending without
some kind of censure (either in the text or in criticism).
In order to follow the Matter of France and Courtly Love social conventions for women,
Guinevere is often responsible for advising Arthur in terms of judgements at Camelot, especially
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when it comes to the welfare of those around her. At one point in “Sir Launcelot and Quene
Guinevere,” Guinevere states: “all thynge ys put in myne honde, and all that ys amysse shall be
amended” (631). This specific responsibility extends throughout all of Le Morte Darthur. At the
end of “The Weddyng of Kyng Arthur,” for example, Queen Guinevere tells Kyng Pellynor: “ye
were gretly to blame that ye saved nat thys ladyes lyff” (64). Sir Pellynor replies: “Madam, ye
were gretely to blame [if] ye wolde nat save youre owne lyff and ye might” (77). Amy Kaufman
interprets this scene as Malory’s method of portraying “a balanced approach to justice” wherein
women are “the official adjudicators of knightly conduct” (60-61). Paradoxically, despite
Guinevere’s aristocratic role, Elizabeth Edwards points out that Guinevere’s narrative function is
“not to uphold the court, but to uphold the ‘homosocial’ bonds between [the] men who uphold
the court” (45). Still, as Arthur’s wife and the Queen of Camelot, Guinevere must consistently
give merciful and kind responses to any moral dilemma. Drawing upon Sedgewick’s work,
Edwards explains: as the object of love, Guinevere is
produced as desirable by being valued or desired by another [. . .]. Guinevere’s value is
that she is married to Arthur. In the triangles of male homosocial desire, the woman is the
focus which enables the men who desire her to bond, to make social contracts, and to
importantly, to enact their rivalries. (45)
In Malory’s text, Guinevere consistently performs the role of women within homosocial bonds,
reinforcing Arthur’s authority and cementing the relationships between the knights. She always
advises wrong-doers in ways that one would expect from a merciful, devout queen of Camelot,
especially considering the Courtly Love conventions in Matter of France Romances. In “Sir
Launcelot Du Lake,” for example, Launcelot often sends people (typically corrupt knights) to
King Arthur’s court for sentencing as prisoners, stating: “there shall ye yelde you unto Quene
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Guinevere and putte you all three in hir grace and mercy” (167-169; 175). Despite their crimes,
Quene Guinevere must offer these prisoners “penaunce for [their] foule dedis” (175).
Guinevere’s position aligns her with the Roman Catholic Church, and so her advice is always in
accord with those beliefs (175-176). Thus, Guinevere occupies a strange social position within
Camelot; she must decide the fates of others and her advice reinforces the Roman Catholic
Church, yet Guinevere has very little autonomy due to medieval female gender politics. Despite
Malory’s “idealization of unity and wholeness,” which the Round Table symbolizes, Guinevere’s
narrative function is paradoxically to inspire discord and unity among the knights, who must
battle others to save her or to combat each other; either way, her presence inspires the knights to
consistently enact and publically prove their heroism (Archibald 311). Thus, Guinevere is a
conduit of power for everyone but herself because the political systems (e.g., the patriarchy and
Courtly Love) in which she lives dictate, regulate, and police her identity as well as her social
mobility.
Paradoxically, Le Morte Darthur describes Guinevere as the hyperbolic, exemplary
woman, yet scholarship often accuses her for Camelot’s (and Arthur’s) downfall. This illustrates
an interesting phenomenon in Matter of France and Matter of Britain Romances, particularly
within Arthuriana: namely, “the periods of greatest misogynistic activity can also be periods of
intense woman worship, as in the example of twelfth- and thirteenth-century mariolatry” (Bloch
8). Because of this, it almost makes sense that critics often blame Guinevere for Camelot’s
collapse; As Archibald illustrates, having a common enemy historically unites the quarrelling
knights, and, as Cooper’s and Fuchs’ respective works show, Matter of Rome, Matter of France
(although not as much as the other two subgenres), and Matter of Britain Romances all regularly
code foes or threats to a particular society as female (311; Fries 73). Thus, Matter of France and

62

Matter of Britain Romances question or at least explore female roles and literary conventions
more than Matter of Rome Romances do.

Love Trials and Triangles
Malory’s work is ambivalent, transforming Matter of France conventions into Matter of
Britain Romances by showing that the system of Courtly Love is unsustainable; therefore,
Camelot’s society is bound to collapse due to its structure. One of the key facets of Arthuriana is
the love triangle, a narrative device that Malory introduces primarily between Queen Guinevere,
King Arthur, and Sir Launcelot. The love triangles in Malory’s work are not exclusive to the
main three characters, due to the episodic structure of Matter of France and Matter of Britain
Romances; and in order to progress the narrative, many love triangles overlap, creating the
jealousy and in-fighting that Courtly Love requires. However, this chapter will only focus on the
overlapping triangle between Guinevere, Arthur, and Launcelot. In Matter of France Romance,
the main characters’ trials often consist of fidelity in relationships (e.g., whether one is true and
virtuous or false) (Malory 152-155; 172). Malory’s work inverts the stereotypical gendering of
the love object, yet scholars still regard Guinevere’s subversive actions as socially disruptive.
For example, Guinevere arguably has a degree of agency or autonomy if she considers Launcelot
her love object, yet this is still outside of the bounds of her marriage. It is worth noting that
Malory highlights Arthur’s affair with Morgana, which primarily contributes to Camelot’s
destruction through Arthur’s son, Mordred. While many critics and reincarnations of Arthuriana
tend to blame Camelot’s ruin on Guinevere’s and Launcelot’s indiscretions, Malory’s text does
not.
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Not only does everyone in Camelot have to maintain hyperbolic reputations as the best,
strongest, and truest, etc., but these social fabrications of virtue are untrue and impossible to
maintain. Queen Guinevere and Launcelot are consistently trying to uphold their virtuous
reputations, yet they are having an affair. This calls into question the meaning of the Middle
English term “trewe.” For example, Guinevere follows all of the social conventions for royal
women that medieval society prescribes, yet she is not faithful to King Arthur. This duality
illustrates what Bloch describes as a “familiar” paradox regarding many literary depictions of
women:
before marriage the senses are seduced and distorted by desire, yet after marriage they are
distorted by abuse, or by the tears of lamentation that distort vision. There is, then, no
moment at which woman does not trouble vision, distort and destroy the senses. (17)
Malory further complicates this issue with the love triangle affair in Le Morte Darthur. For
example, Launcelot may well call Guinevere “trewe” because they devotedly love each other,
but if he means that she is the best woman because she is “trewe” to him, then King Arthur and
the conventions of Courtly Love in the Matter of France Romance are mere impediments to the
overall love story of Sir Launcelot and Guinevere. This is problematic thematically within the
larger narrative not only because of infidelity, but also because Camelot is touted as the ideal
society. Camelot’s knights are constantly fighting each other and there can be only one winner,
which makes its basic social and political structures unsustainable. Thus, Camelot will eventually
collapse due to the inherent flaws in its core tenets.
Furthermore, matter of Britain Romances use Courtly Love differently than previous
Romances do by showing that systemic Courtly Love and Chivalry are unsustainable. One
person cannot maintain a constant and perfect ideal, especially when that character is
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simultaneously a hindrance to another character’s path to perfection. For example, Sir Launcelot
constantly refers to himself (and others describe him similarly) as a “trewe knyght,” yet the
narrator defines Guinevere as an obstacle on his path to achieving quests as a perfect knight
(156; 159; 160). Malory’s narrator writes:
Sir Launcelot began to resorte unto Quene Guinevere agayne, and forgate the promyse
and the perfeccion that he had made in the Queste; for [. . .] Launcelot bene in his prevy
thoughtes and in hys myndis so sette inwardly to the Quene as he was in semynge
outeward to God [. . .]. But ever his thoughtis prevvly were on the Quene, and so they
loved togydirs more hotter than they dud toforhonde, and had many such prevy draughtis
togydir that many in the courte spake of hit [. . .]. (588)
This passage primarily focuses on Launcelot’s point of view, and how his relationship with and
thoughts about Guinevere are a deterrent on his quest to become the most perfect, pious knight.
The text focuses on Guinevere as the object of love, and does not include her point of view or
how her liaison with Launcelot is a deterrent on her path to becoming the most perfect, pious
queen. The narrative frame occludes Guinevere’s perspective by primarily focusing on the
knights, who are typically the only ones who go on quests. Thus, the Matter of Rome, Matter of
France, and Matter of Britain frameworks obscure female characters from crucial moments in the
narrative that directly affect their plots and outcomes. Alarmingly, the obscuring of female
voices across all Romance subgenres is more than a literary phenomenon; these conventions
reflect how patriarchal societies marginalize fictive female characters, illustrating what little
autonomy and rights historical women have.
In Malory’s text, Arthurian women have less freedom than men do, particularly with
regard to one’s reputation. For example, Guinevere is aware of gossip and reprimands Launcelot
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for acting in ways that will cause rumors (599; 627). Guinevere explains: “bettir ys pees than
evermore warre—and the lesse noyse the more ys my worship” (631). Clearly, Matter of France
Romances police genders differently. Launcelot is aware of the recriminations for one’s
reputation, which is why he wears the red sleeve while in disguise. Launcelot states: “I deserved
no wrath, for all that I ded was bycause I wolde nat be knowyn” (611). This highlights the
medieval topos of disguises found in Matter of France and Matter of Britain Romances, yet this
chance to gain anonymity is rarely given to women. In Le Morte Darthur, for example,
Guinevere never disguises herself, and therefore must find other ways to safeguard her reputation
to prevent rumors. This is akin to Chaucer’s Criseyde, who also primarily cares about her own
honor and reputation. One can infer from the careful attention to one’s reputation that Chaucer’s
Criseyde and Malory’s Guinevere both share that the respective genre conventions of Matter of
France, Matter of Britain, and Matter of Rome Romances, which gender, enact, and police
societal expectations differently for women. Therefore, one can see the disparity in how all types
of Romance literature gender and police female roles despite their heroic actions (Fries 68).
From the beginning of Le Morte Darthur, the systems of Courtly Love and Chivalry will
eventually collapse. One wonders why Guinevere is often the scapegoat for the fall of Camelot
when it seems that King Arthur, as the primary ruler and lawmaker who Merlion forewarns that
Guinevere and Launcelot are going to fall in love, does not bear more of the brunt of blame for
Camelot’s downfall. One answer to this query focuses on how scholars subconsciously read in
specific ways within patriarchal societies. For example, Malory’s text plays with issues of female
gender dynamics by specifically avoiding directly blaming Guinevere for Camelot’s ruin, yet
critical reception often overlooks the ways in which Guinevere fulfills the role that Camelot’s
society prescribes for her and the moments where she acts selflessly or heroically.

66

Guinevere’s Reception in Le Morte Darthur
There are many moments in Le Morte Darthur when King Arthur’s Court suspects
Guinevere of crimes, yet the rules of Courtly Love mandate that she does not have any personal
agency to defend herself; instead, a knight (typically Launcelot) must battle for her honor. This
limits female characters’ agency, because the knights in King Arthur’s court automatically
accuse or disbelieve Guinevere, yet they must judge her. For example, many Knights of the
Round Table describe Queen Guinevere: “we love hir nat, because she ys a destroyer of good
knyghtes” (594). Courtly Love, the Matter of France, and the Matter of Britain Romances all
blame women for the societal problems that these patriarchal systems or heritages create; further,
they often treat female characters as objects, and Guinevere is no exception. For example, the
narrator refers to Queen Guinevere in the passive voice, as though she is an object:
whan the Kynge was com with the Quene and many knyghtes of the Table Rounde, so
the Quene was than put in the conestablis awarde, and a grete fyre made aboute an iron
stake, that an Sir Mador de la Porte had the bettir, she sholde there be brente. (595)
This passage shows how quick the patriarchal ruling classes are to accuse women of malice.
Equally troublingly, the emphasis on one’s reputation, in combination with the prejudice toward
women, means that literate societies remember one’s deeds and legacies long after the
perpetrators pass on. For example, Malory’s narrator mentions:
there was wrytyn upon the tombe that Quene Guinevere was appeled of treson of the deth
of Sir Patryse by Sir Madore de la Porte; and there was made mencion how Sir Launcelot
fought with hym for Quene Guinevere and overcome hym in playne batayle. (598)
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medieval legacies endure through centuries, yet female characters have little to no agency to
speak for themselves or to defend their own honor and reputations. Guinevere’s character and
legacy are comparable to Chaucer’s Criseyde, who also endures a lengthy and largely negative
critical reception due to the censuring of women across all Romance subgenres, reflecting realworld dynamics and values.

Guinevere’s lack of agency
King Arthur’s Court often regards Guinevere well throughout several of Malory’s tales,
including “The Weddyng of Kyng Arthur,” “A Noble Tale of Sir Launcelot Du Lake,” and even
in moments within “The Tale of Sir Launcelot and Quene Guinevere,” and “Le Morte Darthur.”
It is only in the latter portion of Le Morte Darthur (e.g., in “The Tale of Sir Launcelot and Quene
Guinevere,” and “Le Morte Darthur”) when the time comes to blame someone for the collapse of
Camelot that the narrative needs to sanitize Guinevere in order to bring her back under the
control of the patriarchy. Once again, this points to the standard conventions for female
characters within the narrative structures of Matter of France and Matter of Britain Romances,
which both mainly conform to Courtly Love’s dictates. One prime example occurs during the
main episodic action within “Sir Launcelot and Quene Guinevere” when Guinevere holds a
dinner party for the Knights of the Round Table (590). At Guinevere’s dinner party, Sir Pyonell
poisons some apples in hopes of killing Sir Gawayne, who apparently kills Sir Pyonell’s cousin
for treason (i.e., shamefully killing someone) in a previous story. Instead, however, Sir Patryse
eats a poisonous apple and dies. No one but Sir Pyonell knows this, yet each of the twenty-four
knights immediately blame Guinevere for Sir Patryse’s death since she hosts the dinner party.
The knights also suspect Guinevere after she kindly purveys all kinds of fruit for Sir Gawayne,
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who “was a passing hote knyght of nature” and therefore would most enjoy a cold meal to
balance his humours (590-591). Guinevere acts respectfully and kindly toward the knights, yet
Sir Madore and the others nevertheless accuse her of poisoning the apples and murdering Sir
Patryse (591). In response, the narrator describes Guinevere “was so sore abaysshed that she
wyst nat what to sey. [. . .] [S]he cowed none otherwayes do but wepte so hartely that she felle
on a swowghe” (591). Guinevere’s life and welfare all depend on her reputation, which the
patriarchal ruling classes decide hastily. Not only do the Knights of the Round Table accuse
Guinevere of treason (i.e., shamefully murdering Sir Patryse), which may result in burning her at
the stake if she is found guilty, but Guinevere cannot even stand up for herself in Camelot’s
justice system because of medieval identity politics and female gender dynamics.
Within the Poisoned Apple episode, Guinevere’s word and point of view do not count for
anything within Camelot’s justice system, which relies on the outcome of a jousting tournament.
If the knight who champions her side loses, or if a knight does not come forward to battle as her
representative, then King Arthur’s Court will burn Guinevere at the stake. Strangely, the only
one with the power to make laws and the one who presides over the justice system, King Arthur,
reviews the situation and does not even talk to Guinevere about it. Instead, he addresses the
knights:
Fayre lordys, [. . .] me repentith of thys trouble, but the case ys so I may nat have ado in
thys mater, for I muste be a rygtfull juge— and that repentith me that I may nat do
batayle for my wyff, for, as I deme, thys dede com never by her. And therefor I suppose
she shall nat be all distained, but that somme good knyght shall put hys body in jouperte
for my quene rather than she sholde be brente in a wronge quarell. And therefore, Sir
Madore, be nat so hasty, for, perde, hit may happyn she shall nat be all frendeles; and
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therefore desyre thou thy day of batayle, and she shall purvey hir of some good knyght
that shall answere you—other ellis hit were to me grete shame, and to all my courte.
(591)
The social systems (e.g., Chivalry and Courtly Love) in which Guinevere lives severely limit her
agency. Arthur tells Guinevere: “none of the foure and twenty knyghtes that were at your dyner
where Sir Patryse was slayne woll do batayle for you, nother none of hem woll sey well of you,
and that shall be grete sclaundir to you in thys courte” (592). This is significant because these
knights have already made up their minds against Guinevere even though there is no solid proof
that she is Sir Patryse’s killer. This shows how nearly all of the Knights of the Round Table have
biases against her. This is significant not only because the knights compose most of the
aristocracy in King Arthur’s court, but also because they are wrong; Guinevere is not responsible
for Sir Patryse’s murder, yet the blame falls squarely on her shoulders nonetheless.
Later, King Arthur tells Queen Guinevere to ask Sir Bors if he will battle to clear her
name. When she does, Sir Bors chastises Guinevere for arguing with Launcelot and making him
depart Camelot: “I mervayle how ye dare for shame to requyre me to do onythynge for you,
insomuche ye have enchaced oute of your courte by whom we were up borne and honoured [i.e.,
Launcelot]” (593). Despite the rudeness of Sir Bors and the discrimination from the other
knights, Guinevere still acts in accordance with the polite role that Courtly Love and Arthurian
patriarchal society both mandate for women: “Alas, fayre knyght, [. . .] I put me holé in youre
grace, and all that ys amysse I woll amende as ye woll counceyle me” (593). The text mentions
that Guinevere “kneled downe upon both hir kneys and besought Sir Bors to have mercy uppon
her” as she pleads: “other ellis I shall have a shamefull dethem and thereto I never offended”
(593). This shows the disparity in power and autonomy between genders. For example, Sir Bors
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refuses to do battle for the queen’s honor, remarking “Madam, ye do me grete dishonoure” until
King Arthur arrives and demands that Bors acts on Guinevere’s behalf in order to prove Sir
Bors’ love for Launcelot:
A, jantill knyght [. . .] have mercy uppon my quene, curteyse knyght, for I am now in
sertayne she ys untruly defamed. And therefore, curteyse knyght [. . .] promyse her to do
batayle for her, I requyre you, for the love ye owghe unto [Sir Launcelot]. (593)
Even so, Bors does not want to fight for Guinevere, and tells Arthur: “Ye requyre me the grettist
thynge that ony man may requyre me” (593). While Bors’ obstinacy serves the larger narrative
because his absence allows Launcelot to arrive in disguise and fight for Guinevere’s honor, this
exchange is still troubling because of its unequal power dynamics. Bors’ speech shows his
loyalty to the other knights, whom his fighting will anger, yet this is questionable because Arthur
asks Bors to fight because of his love for Launcelot, yet despite this Bors almost disobeys a
direct order from the king. Guinevere and Arthur ostensibly do not know that Launcelot is
nearby, and thus is able to fight for Guinevere, which makes Bors’ refusal seem grimly obstinate.
Finally, however, Bors agrees, but only with a caveat that allows him not to fight so that
Launcelot can battle for the queen’s honor instead:
And wyte you well, if I graunte to do batayle for the Quene I shall wretth many of my
felyship of the Table Rounde. But as for that [. . .] I woll graunte — for my lorde Sir
Launcelottis sake and for youre sake — I woll at that day be the Quenys champyon, onles
that there com by adventures a better knyght than I am to do batayle for her. (593)
As the Poisoned Apple episode shows, Guinevere’s situation is comparable to Geoffrey
Chaucer’s Criseyde, who is also friendless and relies on the patriarchal ruling class to determine
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her fate. This points to the lack of agency and respect that female characters have within the
social structure of Courtly Love, and romance generally.
With the passing of time from Troilus and Criseyde’s publication to the distribution of
Malory’s Le Morte Darthur, medieval Romances (e.g., the Matter of France and Matter of
Britain) afford female characters even less agency than those within previous Romances in
Antiquity (e.g., the Matter of Rome). Malory’s Guinevere, written in the fifteenth century, has
even less social agency and mobility that Geoffrey Chaucer’s character Criseyde does nearly a
century earlier, and whose own society treats her as a prisoner of war. For example, there is a
moment in Le Morte Darthur when the knights joust to determine whether Guinevere is guilty of
poisoning Sir Patryse. Malory’s narrator writes: “there were but fewe knyghts in all the courte
but they demed the Quene was in the wronge and that she had done that treson” (594). Strangely,
this hasty condemnation only applies to Guinevere, and not to Arthur: “Many answerd hym
agayne: ‘As for oure moste noble Kynge Arthure, we love hym and honoure hym as well as ye
do; but as for Quene Gwenyver, we love hir nat, because she ys a destroyer of good knyghtes”
(594). This moment shows how hasty King Arthur’s court is despite the fact that they are
responsible for ruling and lawfully judging their citizens. When a conflict arises, the Knights of
the Round Table automatically agree with Arthur, but they have biases against Guinevere
regardless of the situation. Thus, the treatment of women within the justice system is
problematic, especially considering that Guinevere is a queen, and therefore she ostensibly has
more agency, visibility, and a stronger voice than regular female characters have because
Guinevere is an integral part of Camelot’s society. Despite Guinevere’s role, or perhaps because
of it, the constraints of Courtly Love and Camelot’s patriarchal structure restrict her agency.
According to Kenneth Hodges, Guinevere’s role within the court “is complicated by the fact that
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queens had no official role in national government but worked instead by influence, counsel, and
affinity” (55). This mirrors many real-life historical queens, whose power arose by proxy
through kings (Hodges 55). This precedent is important to note even though, as Hodges asserts,
“Guinevere is not an intercessor [. . .] she is the judge of difficult cases” (55). If the patriarchal
ruling class of Camelot is ready to dismiss and accuse Guinevere, however, one can only guess
how medieval societies treat women of lesser status or social standing in fiction and in history.
This invites the reader to question the sociopolitical living conditions of real-world women
through Malory’s use of social systems such as Courtly Love as well as Matter of France and
Matter of Britain Romance narrative structures (Fries 68).

Guinevere’s critical reception
Historically, Guinevere’s character does not receive positive critical reception. Readers,
however, still gain insights into medieval social norms and ideologies by examining how
medieval societies produce and react to Malory’s Guinevere. According to Maureen Fries,
Guinevere is “notorious” and has “accumulated a long and checkered history” (68-69). Irene
Joynt characterizes Launcelot and Guinevere as “a tormenting and destructive force” that shows
“the disintegration of chivalric values and loyalties” (107). Hodges asserts that manifold scholars
find Guinevere “‘jealous, unreasonable, possessive, and headstrong’” because they interpret her
behaviors “romantically,” not “politically” (54). Andrew Lynch derides scholars who believe in
the significance of “psychology over [. . .] the formation of ‘character’” (127-129). While
Virginia Blanton describes Guinevere the nun as an “unexpected” and “problematic
resolution[,]” academic interpretations of Guinevere’s conversion are considerably more
negative than Launcelot’s critical reception; in fact, the majority of critics argue Guinevere is
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“jealous,” “petulant,” “not repentant,” “possessive,” “unreasonable,” and not “ascetic” (52-53).
This shows how scholars subconsciously interpret female gender roles, bravery, and heroism
differently along gender lines in patriarchal societies.
Guinevere is a synecdoche for Camelot, symbolizing its best and worst aspects. Many
critics question Guinevere’s authenticity and emotional psychology while regarding Launcelot as
a saint. To Peter R. Schroeder, comparing Guinevere with real women as a “critical sin,” yet her
behaviors as psychologically authentic (376). For Ann Dobyns, Guinevere symbolizes all of
Courtly Love’s and Chivalry’s faults: “she is jealous and covetous, quarrelsome and
unfaithful[,]” yet she is “capable of ideal nobility” and “susceptible to corruption” (339-340).
Joseph D. Parry illustrates how Malory lauds “the beauty of the fated desire Launcelot and
Guinevere share” by favorably comparing it to the “unstable love of ‘nowadayes’” despite the
fact that these claims are “antithetical” and “inimical” (149). E. Talbot Donaldson interprets
Guinevere as possessing “a force and dignity that is lacking both to the wishy-washy clinging
vine” of the stanzaic Le Morte Darthur and “to the more courtly but still far from imposing
figure” of the French prose Mort Artu (461). According to Angela Gibson, Guinevere’s and
Launcelot’s affair is catastrophic because the characters openly discuss it: “treachery is faulted
for presenting the opportunity for exposure, for having something to hide and not hiding it well”
(65-66). This highlights Camelot’s dubious ethics concerning royal women who navigate
conflicting roles within Courtly Love. Guinevere’s penitence “redeems the nation” and
“individuals” according to Robert Kelly (114). Elizabeth Edwards notes how physical locations
determine characters’ sociopolitical roles; thus, Guinevere’s actions result from her position
within the castle’s interior (37-54). Medieval women beyond a castle’s walls are monstrous
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threats; within interior spaces, however, the homosocial bonds of Courtly Love regulate female
behaviors.
In contrast, some scholars interpret Guinevere’s character more kindly. In 1987, Felicity
Riddy describes Guinevere’s religious transformation as “genuine” (157). Guinevere’s spiritual
conversion symbolizes Britain’s literary and religious shift from tales of external problems to
issues of interiority. Harry E. Cole argues that Malory infuses Le Morte Darthur with
humaneness comparable to exempla; thus, the main takeaway is practicing forgiveness as long as
“premeditation and evil intent are not involved” (36-38; 42-43). Betsy Taylor reminds readers
that Guinevere is “‘moste valyaunte’” and “nothing in Malory’s treatment of the love scene
suggests that the love itself should be condemned as sordid, degraded, or wrong” (141-142).
Similarly, Janet Jesmok describes Guinevere as “an anchor” for Arthur and the text because she
exemplifies “wisdom and judgement” despite the fact that she “will become the subject of gossip
and envy, alienated, or even vilified, endangering her and bringing division and sorrow to the
court” (36). Following Kaufman and Jesmok, I argue that Guinevere’s actions follow Courtly
Love’s female gender dynamics, revealing how medieval societies create, gender, and police
identities.

Conclusion
Malory’s text is a Matter of Britain Romance that draws from and transforms Matter of
France female gender dynamics and Courtly Love conventions. For example, Guinevere’s
character arc is a spiritual journey that focuses on interiority, and so the thematic values are
bravery, honor, love, loyalty, and forgiveness. This allows the reader to interpret Guinevere as a
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new kind of Romance hero because the literal and figurative social spaces in which medieval
women navigate agency define her narrative character arc.
At the same time, Malory’s Le Morte Darthur invites readers to examine the female
gender dynamics and power struggles within it pages. Through the character of Guinevere, who
is imperfect but seeks redemption and spiritual restoration at the tale’s close, Malory’s work
suggests that the way to reform people’s actions is to bring them back under the narrative control
of the patriarchy. This makes sense because, as Kevin T. Grimm notes, “the narrative of faith
may employ literary techniques, but its primary purpose remains to persuade” (17). Thus,
religion serves as one of the tale’s more positive aspects concerning female gender dynamics.
Guinevere finally gains a measure of agency and ostensibly heals her own soul through her
involvement with the Roman Catholic Church, ultimately illustrating the virtues of the church
(particularly for women) in contrast to the social structures Camelot’s court employs (Holbrook
25). Instead of being isolated, Guinevere is surrounded by a religious community of women. In
comparison, “friendless” Criseyde’s agency decreases significantly by Troilus and Criseyde’s
closing, yet she her ability to adapt due to her Boethian Stoicism allows her to enact in life the
virtues that Troilus can only glimpse after death.
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Conclusion
Examining the gender dynamics within Geoffrey Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde and Sir
Thomas Malory’s Le Morte Darthur shows how these texts critique the minor agency that
systemic Courtly Love affords medieval women (such as Criseyde and Guinevere, etc.) within
Matter of Rome, Matter of France, and Matter of Britain Romances as well as in critical
reception. Similar to Chaucer’s Criseyde and Malory’s Guinevere, Chretien’s Enide faces blame
and censure for the specific actions that characterize her (at least to modern readers) as a kind,
brave, and caring person (Chretien 72-80). Both Chaucer and Malory explore and critique the
gender politics that historical medieval women face within their respective societies by showing
in literature the restraints that constrain and dictate the behaviors and roles of their female
characters. Thus, the construction of female characters across medieval Romance invites readers
to explore the respective gender dynamics, expectations, and women’s lack of agency within
Chaucer’s and Malory’s societies.
Although Chaucer’s and Malory’s respective works are different in terms of genre and
the eras in which they are written, they both question female gender politics. For example,
Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde is a Matter of Rome Romance (e.g., it is set in the Classical
world even though it holds values that are more contemporary to Chaucer’s medieval Britain)
and is published in the 1380s. In comparison, Malory’s Le Morte Darthur is written just over a
hundred years later in 1485, and it is a Matter of Britain Romance (e.g., it is set in a
romanticized, distant British past and features Arthurian characters) that draws upon and
reinvents Matter of France Romance traditions (e.g., the social systems that Courtly Love and
Chivalry codify) in new and distinctly British ways. Chaucer’s construction of Criseyde focuses
on her inner life, whereas Malory’s work focuses more on the male characters, and readers often
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have to interpret Guinevere’s interiority and psychology. Even though Chaucer’s and Malory’s
respective works are different temporally, physically, and generically, Troilus and Criseyde and
Le Morte Darthur both explore and critique the agency and gender politics that medieval women
navigate by depicting their struggles within Romance conventions; in this way, the respective
constructions of Criseyde and Guinevere illustrate the sociopolitical restrictions that real,
historical women face within Chaucer’s and Malory’s contemporary British societies.
Disquietingly, it seems that the problems that Criseyde faces in Troilus and Criseyde (e.g., that
Criseyde’s own society treats her as a prisoner of war, and that future generations will scorn her)
are still unresolved within Malory’s Le Morte Darthur, because Guinevere has very little
autonomy. Every decision that Guinevere makes in Camelot results in her censure, whether it is
by the fictive ruling classes or metatextually in critical reception. Criseyde’s agency is notably
diminishing by the end of the tale, and only her Stoicism ensures her survival and ability to
adapt. Guinevere gains more autonomy once she leaves Camelot and joins the Roman Catholic
Church, an ending which suggests that women can only gain agency beyond the restrictions of
Courtly Love, Chivalry, and Camelot. This solution is still problematic, however, because the
narrative brings her back under the control of the patriarchy in order to sanitize her character.
Therefore, the despite their respective differences in time, genre, and the depictions of women
within Troilus and Criseyde and Le Morte Darthur, both works show through examples how
new societal solutions must be found beyond the existing patriarchal structures (e.g., of Courtly
Love and Chivalry) in order for fictive and real-world women to have equity and agency.
Noting how authors interact with the concept of misogyny is important because literature
reflects what a certain culture values. Literature functions as a mirror in which to view the
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construction of patriarchal societies. In his magisterial discussion of the Matter of France, R.
Howard Bloch notes:
so persistent is the discourse of misogyny [. . .] that the uniformity of its terms furnishes
an important link between the Middle Ages and the present and renders the topic
compelling because such terms still govern (consciously or not) the ways in which the
question of woman is conceived by women as well as by men. (1)
Ubiquitous and intricate, antifeminist definitions are vital to interrogate. Misogyny and
antifeminism are entwined with nearly all medieval portraits of female gender dynamics, so
modern readers can benefit from understanding contemporary societies through previous cultural
constructions of women. The medieval genre conventions of Matter of Rome, Matter of France,
and Matter of Britain Romances illustrate restrictive and harmful female gender dynamics, many
of which continue into the present day. All types of Romances police female characters,
reflecting real medieval women’s societal living conditions and lack of autonomy (Fries 68).
Even the term “wommanly noblesse” suggests that women cannot possess the same qualities of
refinement as men can, leading readers to wonder what “wommanly noblesse” consists of, and
how it differs from regular (“mannyssh?”) noblesse. Furthermore, studying the past in order to
understand the present is crucial because unseen societal problems cannot change by themselves.
Questioning these historical, and contemporary literary conventions is critical because “the past
is [. . .] the future with the lights on” (Hoppus and Barker).
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