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For the Love of Criseyde: 
How Male- Gendered Literary Activity Fails to Value Females within 

the Medieval Romance 
 

 
Geoffrey Chaucer’s iteration of the well- known love story turned betrayal Troilus and 

Criseyde could be considered a key influence in how women have been, and are, literarily and 

socially viewed. “Of all the women in English literature, Chaucer’s Criseyde is the most lavishly 

praised”, according to The Chaucer Review(Mieszknowski, 109). This claim can be attributed to 

a narrator existing within the poem who also behaves as a lover of Criseyde. Language 

emphasizing the carnality and physicality of Criseyde’s female sex used by this narrator, a voice 

given authority within the text by both Chaucer and an original source author, creates a 

relationship with the character of Criseyde that maintains her as an idol up until the point of her 

romantic transgressions both from her widowed state and the narrator himself. This relationship 

is complex, as the narrator serves not only a literary role, but a personal role as well. 

The narrator applies the rules of courtly love and medieval understanding of the female 

gender to his own interactions with Criseyde. By the end of the romantic poem, he is unable to 

historically commemorate her to her beauty as opposed to her infidelity. The narrator attempts to 

recall Criseyde’s redeeming physical qualities to mind in light of her uncharacteristic widowed 

behavior to no avail. The narrator’s multiple male- gendered literary activities with the text 

shame deviation by the female and, in a defense of male authority, supersede the notion of 

Criseyde’s wommanhode. Although the narrator deeply admires her, his multi- purpose male- 

gendered relations to the text do not allow him to redeem Criseyde to her former glory and 

countenance. 



Central to this argument lies the distinction between the poem’s author and its narrator. 

Determining this essential distinction is possible through a systematic breakdown of the ways in 

which the text of Troilus and Criseyde is being viewed and understood.  In her work Chaucer’s 

Sexual Poetics, Medievalist Carolyn Dinshaw explains the phenomenon of translatio as it relates 

to gendered literary activity. The introduction to Sexual Poetics  

 

“points out that literary activity has a gendered structure, a structure that associates acts 
of writing and related acts of signifying- allegorizing, interpreting, glossing, translating- 
with the masculine and that identifies the surfaces on which these acts are performed, or 
from which these acts depart, or which these acts reveal- the page, the text, the literal 
sense, or even the hidden meaning- with the feminine”(Dinshaw, 9).  

 

In Troilus and Criseyde, we encounter these four aforementioned acts of signifying exhibited by 

four different means: 

 

1. Geoffrey Chaucer himself is performing the male- gendered action of recording what 

becomes the feminized tale of Troilus and Criseyde in written form. 

2. The tale of Troilus and Criseyde is being translated in and of itself, as Chaucer’s version 

of the legend is merely the retelling of a story that has previously existed. He expresses 

the poem by his own means. 

3. Chaucer’s own version of the poem is further diluted through the literary mechanism of 

creating the voice of an anonymous narrator within the text, who could be viewed as a 

separate identity from the author Chaucer himself. The narrator insists throughout their 

dictation of Troilus and Criseyde that they have  

 

 



                                               “Neither thank ne blame 
Of al this werk, but prey yow mekely, 
Disblameth me, if any word be lame, 

                              For as myn auctour seyde, so sey I”(Chaucer, 45, 15- 18).  
 

In this statement, the narrator is not Chaucer, nor is he/ she the author of this particular iteration 

of Troilus and Criseyde- they are a scribe imagined by Chaucer as performing their own act of 

translation as the writer, not creator, of the text we read. 

4. We, as readers, are the last group of individuals to interact with the text. Based upon 

the influential literary and textual activity of previous authors, narrators, and scribes, we come to 

our own conclusions as the audience of Troilus and Criseyde as to what the text imbues 

culturally, historically, and socially in regards to the female sex.  

 

The narrator has one of the most complicated roles within the text, as readers understand 

them as the main means of receiving Chaucer’s medieval romance poem, but also as the 

messenger we should not shoot in the event that we are dissatisfied with the storyline itself. The 

way in which the narrator recounts the tale has a profound affect upon the way lectors come to 

know the textual character of Criseyde. The narrator not only translates the actual text by citing 

the patron “original” author as the source of their story, but they also simultaneously take on the 

additional male- gendered literary tasks of “allegorizing, interpreting, and glossing” Troilus and 

Criseyde and its female namesake character.  

This is not to say that the narrator is male by the virtue of their male- gendered literary 

behaviors, as Dinshaw also claims that “masculine and feminine as roles” are “functions that can 

be taken up, occupied, or performed by either sex, male or female”(Dinshaw, 9). It is altogether 

possible for an individual to interact with a text in a literary style not in accordance with one’s 



biological gender. However, in considering the influence of male- gendered literary activity on 

Troilus and Criseyde as the basis of this study(and in the interest of easy reading), the narrator 

will henceforth be referenced to as “he” within this research essay.  

 Not only does the narrator exhibit male- gendered literary behavior through what he does 

to the feminized text of Troilus and Criseyde, but he also assumes a male role in what he does 

within the text as well.  Literary Critic Talbot Donaldson, mentioned both in Chaucer’s Sexual 

Poetics and John Hopkins University’s publication The Narrator of Troilus and Criseyde, also 

“insists on the separation of narrator from author, which he finds in the rhetoric of the poem. To 

him, the narrator is a character that loves Criseyde with “avuncular sentimentality”(Waswo, 6). 

We first see this in how the narrator introduces us to Criseyde in Book 1, as  

 

“Among thise othere folk was Criseyda, 
In widewes habit blak; but natheles, 
Right as oure first lettre is now an A, 
In beaute first so stood she, makeles. 
Hire goodly lokyng gladed al the prees”(Chaucer, 10, 169- 173). 
 
 

By performing a close reading of the narrator’s depiction of Criseyde, this “avuncular 

sentimentality” arises.  

University of Michigan’s Middle English Dictionary (MED) offers definition and context 

to words commonly found within medieval literature, which can be used to develop a clearer 

understanding of what the narrator’s language in regards to Criseyde implies about her as a 

character. “Widewes habit”, or a woman’s mourning clothes, are an indication of “a professed 

widow, a widow who remains faithful to her vows of chastity and devotion”(MED). Without 

knowing any information on Criseyde besides her clothing, at minimum the narrator views her as 

faithful, chaste, and devoted- valuable characteristics of medieval romance wommanhode.  



Book 1 also describes Criseyde as having “honor, estat, and wommanly 

noblesse”(Chaucer, 14, 287). Although “honor” usually describes moral uprighteousness, the 

MED also defines honor as synonymous to “ splendour, beauty” or “comeliness”(MED). 

“Wommanly”, an “attribute, a quality, etc.: proper to a woman”, resigns Criseyde’s character as 

told by the narrator as one solely capable of, or expected to, possess those qualities proper to a 

medieval woman(MED). Criseyde is therefore characterized by and valued for her vocation to 

inaction by the narrator. Satisfaction within Book 1 of Troilus and Criseyde stems from 

Criseyde’s inability to commit herself to action by means of pursuing a romantic relationship 

with Troilus. Widowed women typically did not engage in romantic behaviors, as it was 

considered taboo.  

“A defining characteristic of the female... is her corporality, her association with matter, 

and the physical body as opposed to the male’s association with form and soul”(Dinshaw, 19). 

The narrator, through male- gendered reading interprets this as positive in the onset of the poem 

and seeks to make a point of Criseyde’s pious widowed status, as her somber clothing in 

juxtaposition with her “beaute... now an A” becomes all the more strikingly attractive as the 

current highlight of her character(Chaucer,10, 171- 72). Catherine Cox’s Gender and Language 

in Chaucer further discusses how Criseyde's sexual status in Book 1 “coupled with the narrator’s 

comparison of her to the letter “A” defines her in relation to gender decorum as its 

epistemological connotations... she is perceived as the carnal letter, the feminine-body-as-text, a 

blank page to be inscribed by masculine agency in its numerous manifestations”(Cox, 42).  

The narrator loves Criseyde as a character for the reason that through his dual role as 

interpreter and translator, he can make of her and her beauty whatever he pleases. He spends the 

remaining books of the poem attempting to hold onto and revere her as the “carnal letter”. 



Translating and interpreting “like a man”, which the narrator is doing to the audience as someone 

relaying a previously established storyline to others, means that so long as the translation pleases 

him, all is well(Dinshaw, 29). The narrator of Troilus and Criseyde’s actions become 

“idolatrous”, a “masculine response to this “attractive” woman ... almost every male reader of the 

poem falls in love with her... he finds Criseyde charming” in her widowed state, and even later 

on her “deceptiveness”(Waswo, 3, Dinshaw, 30- 31). 

 In being the attractive yet unattainable woman who declines male advances in Book 1, 

Criseyde “has almost all the qualities that men hope to encounter in their first 

love”(Mieszkowski, 109). She is behaving just as the narrator would want and expect her to, and 

so we as readers also love Criseyde for her willpower in dismissing advances. By the narrator’s 

interpreting Criseyde’s role in the poem as a woman resigned to solitude, medieval societal 

expectations are satisfied on two counts- one being the woman’s understanding of her status, the 

other being the knowledge the man as lover has of the woman being unattainable. 

In Book 2 the narrator, still content with Criseyde’s continued refute of romance as 

dictated by the original author of his story, notes “hire excellence, hire governaunce, hire wit, 

and hire manere comendeden”(Chaucer, 120, 215- 217). Her governaunce- “moral discipline; 

self-discipline, self-control”- are being praised, as they align with her corporality and association 

with matter being that of a widow(MED). The 14th Rule of Courtly Love by Andreas Capellanus 

states “The value of love is commensurate with its difficulty of attainment”, which given 

Criseyde’s unattainable social standing as a widow, compliments both the notion of rejected 

Troilus as forlorn lover in later books, but also “the stages of the narrator falling in and out of 

love”(Dinshaw, 30). The narrator wants his readers to see Criseyde as a figure to be admired 

from afar and desired intimately.  



The narrator’s language in reference to Criseyde found in Book 3 signals a conflict within 

the non- reciprocal love triangle between narrator and characters. In this instance, Criseyde’s 

disassociation from “form and soul” as allowing herself to be wooed by Troilus despite her 

initial wishes downplays her widowed promise to chastity in favor of her corporeality. 

Criseyde’s lack of commitment to men in comparison to her initial commitment to chastity is 

unsurprising in the realm of the medieval romance. Against Woman Unconstant, a balade also by 

Geoffrey Chaucer, cites women as exhibiting “unstedefastnesse... as a wedercoc, that turneth his 

face with every wind”(Chaucer). Ironic, considering that Criseyde’s dedication to her role as 

widow later dissipates due to her “newfangelnesse”(Chaucer). Criseyde begins to behave “as 

aboute a tree with many a twiste”(Chaucer, 157, 1230).  No man likes a fickle woman, but every 

man likes an unattainable woman.  

Criseyde is an admirable character vis-a-vis the narrator so long as “the female-body-as- 

text- metaphor is manifest in the text’s recurring assertions of approval germane to the feminine 

being manipulated by the masculine”(Cox, 43). The narrator, becoming displaced as lover in 

favor of Troilus, becomes displeased, as does his language. Rule of Courtly Love #4: “Love 

cannot exist in the individual who cannot be jealous”(Cappellanus). As a romantic relationship 

exists between the characters of Troilus and Criseyde, the more influential relationship affecting 

how readers view Criseyde- that of her and the narrator- becomes threatened. Having previously 

established that any literary substance displeasing to the audience(and potentially himself) is not 

of his own doing, the narrator is doubly displaced. He cannot fully control the translation of his 

source author’s version of Troilus and Criseyde, and his jurisdiction over instances within the 

poem weans. He is forced to explain following scenes within the poem that praise the long 



awaited union of the Troilus and Criseyde, which I suspect the narrator does so despite his own 

yearnings. 

The lack of control from the narrator over the course of Troilus and Criseyde, and his 

efforts to re- assert it, become more so apparent in the progression from Book 4 into Book 5. By 

this point in the poem, Criseyde has allowed herself to become romantically involved with 

Troilus, which we know is not appropriate considering her mourning. Her action also puts the 

narrator’s relationship with Criseyde in danger. Additionally, upon being traded across camp 

lines, Criseyde’s infidelity could even be considered tripled as she forgoes her late husband, the 

narrator, and Troilus for Diomede. As much as this also does not appeal to the narrator, must 

recognize that his control over the circumstance is limited; he is simply performing a duty 

prescribed to him by his “auctour”.  

Even so, “ love is reinforced by jealousy” (Capellanus). Criseyde is “ledye out hook and 

lyne” as the narrator had described her as the perfect catch in Book 1(Chaucer, 270, 777). The 

narrator views Criseyde as the perfect catch for him, but she ultimately becomes the perfect catch 

for Diomede. As “a double love cannot obligate an individual”, the narrator now experiencing 

love lost still notes Criseyde as  

 

“.... ek of cheere, 
Ther myghte ben no fairer creature. 
And ofte tyme this was hire manere, 
To gon ystressed with hire heres- clere 
Doun by hire coler at hire bak byhynde, 
Which with a thred of gold she wolde bynde” 
(Chaucer, 271- 727, 807- 812). 
 

He “interjects with such frequency and zest that his professed ability to report without bias is 

obviously a fiction”(Cox, 40). Although he supposedly is following a pre- established story, the 



narrator still makes sure he leaves some of the 8000+ lines of the poem to expressing how 

beautiful he thinks Criseyde is. The sentiments in Book 1 continue on, although they now arise in 

the form of her beauty in the presence of another man. The narrator in his interpretation cleverly 

interjects with what I see as his own opinion on Criseyde’s behavior, as he has her say “Allas! 

For now is clene ago, my name of trouthe in love, for evermo”(Chaucer, 281, 1055)! “She 

responds to the men around her and mirrors them”, up until this moment where the narrator has 

her speak and acknowledge herself as no longer a mirror image of his desires or that of medieval 

society on the subject of gender(Mieszkowski, 109).  

 In the summation of the poem, the narrator is trapped by the methodology of his male- 

gendered literary activity. Now that he has done a multitude of translations unto the text as part 

of the four means established within the introduction, he must now finish out the job he set out to 

do by shaming Criseyde for her wantonness: 

 

   “Bysechyng every lady bright of hewe, 
   And every gentil womman, what she be, 
   That al be that Criseyde was untrewe, 

That for that gilt she be nat wroth with me. 
Ye may hire giltes in other bokes se; 
And gladier I wol write, it yow leste, 
Penelopeës trouthe and good Alceste 

 
N’y sey nat this aloonly for thise men, 
But moost for wommen that bitraised be 
Thorugh fasle folk, God yeve hem sorwe, amen! 
That with hire grete wit and subtilte 
Bytraise yow! And this commeveth me 
To speke, and in effect you alle I preye, 
Beth war of men, and herkneth what I seye!-” 
(Chaucer, 308, 1172- 1785). 
 



Attributes given to Criseyde in Book 1 no longer fit her in a flattering fashion. “Hire grete wit 

and subtilte”, previously commendable due to her widowed state, are instead qualities that help 

women to “bytraise yow”, as if only in the context of chastity they are appropriate characteristics 

for a woman to uphold(Chaucer, 308, 1178-79). The narrator may love Criseyde, but nonetheless 

he has his duty to follow his male- gendered glossing and participate in “medieval limitations of 

women’s expression... inseparable from the regulation of a woman’s body”(Dinshaw, 20). Since 

his role as interpreter correlates directly to how readers view Criseyde, it is only natural for him 

to distinguish her behavior as a warning sign for all men and a shame to all women.  

Even through enacting his role as male gendered participation in literary activity, the 

narrator cannot seem to shake his love of Criseyde. Even after fulfilling the role of translator, the 

narrator uses language praising Criseyde in an attempt to salvage the memory of her that 

becomes historically forever lost in the infamous actions of her infidelity: 

 

“Ne me ne list this sely womman chyde 
Forther than the storye wol dvyse. 
Hire name, allas! Is punysshed so wide, 
That for hire gilt it oughte ynought suffise. 
And if I myghte excuse hire any wise, 
For she so sory was for hire untrouthe, 
Iwis, I woulde excuse hire yet for routhe”(Chaucer, 282, 1093- 1099). 
 
 

After having had her publicly admit how “Hire name, allas! Is punysshed so wide, that for hire 

gilt it oughte ynought suffise”, he stills feels compelled to excuse her for her behavior(Chaucer, 

282, 1095- 1096). The MED describes “routhe” as “pity, compassion, sympathy; also, 

mercy”(MED). The narrator has mercy on Criseyde despite his calling to inhibit and slander her 

through his male- gendered literary activities because “we like literary works to be seamless 

fabrics”, narrator included(Waswo, 4).  



 

“At the end of the poem Donaldson finds the narrator desperately trying to avoid the unavoidable 
moral of his tale, making ludicrously inadequate summaries, softening the rejections” from 
Criseyde that he and other men have experienced “with “sweeter couplets,” disclaiming 
responsibility- blind to the very end to his own efforts to unite the realms of divine and human 
love that we and the author know must be kept apart”(Waswo, 6).  
 

The narrator wants Criseyde to be remembered as just as wonderful as he saw her- and 

still sees her- in Book 1. He finds any excuse to revisit the image of Criseyde as a woman to be 

admired for her moral correctness and her physical features. Sadly, the narrator simply cannot 

recreate the vision of Criseyde he has just finished deconstructing through his “reading like a 

man”. Making anything of Criseyde that his whim or emotional impulse desires is far too 

appealing to resist. The occupation of distanced lover is not as powerful or influential as that of 

the allegorizer, the interpreter, the glosser, and the translator. Already having relinquished his 

power to Criseyde’s inconstancy, Troilus, Diomede, his dictating author and even Chaucer 

himself, the narrator refuses to let go of the power he has over his readers. Criseyde, despite the 

narrator lover’s insistence upon her as wonderful, still becomes a shameful paradigm of 

womanhood as even she herself acknowledges within the Chaucer text, due to the narrator’s 

inability to remove himself from a position of male- gendered literary power. 
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